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Abstract 
 
Why is it that some students who struggle with print literacy manage to succeed at high 
school while others, given the same opportunities to succeed, fail? Through weaving together 
and analysing the stories of four actors—a Learning Support teacher, a teacher’s aide and two 
former students—this thesis aims to answer that question. At the start of her research the 
Learning Support teacher believed that the implementation of her school’s explicitly taught 
reading and comprehension program would be the most obvious contributing factor to student 
success. Through focussed conversations and subsequent reflection, she discovers that 
relationships, friendships and connectedness to the school community are the factors most 
commonly recalled by students as central to their high school journeys to success.    
In this story the author, who uses the pseudonym of Elle, unfolds and analyses the 
lives and experiences of three people inside and outside their school setting. Two of these are 
recent school graduates (2010) who succeeded in making it to the end of Year 12, passing all 
their subjects. The third person in this story, who also struggled to achieve at school 
graduated in the 1970s. All three people in this story struggled with print literacy.   
As Elle compares and contrasts their stories, she looks for ways of being, not easily 
accessed forty years previously, that might have contributed to the success of the two young 
people in the first decade of the twenty-first century. As she tries to make sense of what it 
means to be successful at school Elle turns inevitably to examine her own experiences in the 
1970s.  
The key methodology of this research lies in storying. With story as her method, Elle 
sheds light on the thoughts, memories, and embodied emotions of those for whom school 
success does not come easily. Through storying and a narrative detailing of the contexts 
within which they evolve, Elle also brings to life certain school experiences that she believes 
influenced each person’s ability to ‘do school’. The principal aim of the thesis is to arrive at a 
deeper understanding of how some students can succeed at school despite an inability to read 
or write well.  
In order to achieve its aim, the thesis also deploys Michel Foucault’s ideas on 
power/knowledge, the subject and technologies of self. In examining how success in the 
school setting is linked to certain institutional knowledges which can be time-specific and can 
also affect the flow of power, Elle’s Foucauldian analysis seeks to understand why success is 
available to some struggling students but not to others. Foucault’s understanding of the forces 
productive of the docile body is central to this part of the thesis, as is his understanding of the 
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ways in which we can access the flow of power through a practice of freedom.  These 
negotiations of power occur across historical periods, but also contemporarily within the 
same peer groups.   
 The stories in this research reassure us that there are counternarratives, stories from 
the margins of school culture and of school success that exist alongside, occasionally 
becoming part of, the grand narrative of what it means to be a successful high school student. 
It is within these counternarratives that we, as teachers, can guide our struggling readers and 
writers to learn other ways of accessing the flow of power in their rapidly changing, highly 
mediatised, and socially challenging culture.   
Aspects of our humanness compel us to develop relationships, to find ways to connect 
to our community or to become part of a bigger story. This is a story of only four people, but 
the implications for all of us as teachers and colleagues with access to the power relations in 
school institutions are significant. In the telling of these stories, in the possibility of making 
connections with the reader, the thesis seeks to legitimise the counternarratives of our lived 
experiences. 
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Setting the scene 
This is a story of three people, three unique people who have touched my life, and 
who, I believe, need their stories told. I refer to the people in this unfolding research story as 
the ‘actors.’ I chose to call them ‘actors’, rather than ‘characters’, because the term 
‘characters’ implies the author has a certain amount of ownership over the emerging story, 
and I cannot claim that. So often, the unfolding story has followed unexpected paths that I 
could not have predicted. This is a story that I have written, not a story that I have created 
from my mind’s eye. The actors in this story have told their own stories and I have tried to 
(re)present each story faithfully. The term ‘character’ can also imply an element of fiction, as 
of a person in a drama or a novel created by the author to suit a particular purpose. I do not 
want the reader to assume that I have manipulated the stories to suit my purpose. However, I 
am very aware that “we are always inscribing values in our writing. It is unavoidable” 
(Richardson, 1990 p. 12). 
There is a fourth story — it is my story, and it pushes to get out. It draws me into 
rooms in my mind to which I thought I had shut the door long ago. Yet my story can’t help 
but resonate with the stories of the actors in my research, and so bits and pieces must escape. 
After all, I am involved with these actors, because they have touched my life their story 
becomes my story. It really cannot be any other way when you truly think about it – because I 
am the creator of their stories here in this thesis, my story must reveal itself. But I am trying 
hard to keep it at bay, to not let it eclipse their stories. For this reason, I have decided that if I 
am to honestly represent my influence on the emerging story then I must also become an 
actor and make my viewpoint visible. It was never going to be possible to extricate my voice 
from the writing of this story. And there is real emotion in this life I am living. My 
experiences, my innermost feelings cannot be cut away from this writing. Embodied reason 
cannot/does not transcend emotion (Gannon et al., 2015, p. 189) when I try to make sense of 
the conversations I have had with the actors.  My feelings when we talk, the emotions I 
experience when I conduct the research: all this resonates with my own story. 
Not long after I recorded the stories of the people in this bigger story, I realised the 
vital importance of acknowledging perspective and the lessening importance of truth. I found 
that I could not collect information and generalise it into something transferable, even if I had 
‘interviewed’ a hundred people. Perspective, I realised, is not transferrable. It is individual, it 
is unique. It is tied up in our personal and our public history. It is born out of our lived 
experience, and honed daily by our interactions with our family, our friends, our culture — 
our world. I could not, therefore, report on my findings in any other way than to tell the 
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individual stories of the people in this study to my readers, and let the readers find their own 
meaning in my words. 
The story that will be told is nothing like the story I had thought I was going to tell. 
My intentions at the beginning were somehow hijacked by new knowledge. Knowledge that 
informed me, challenged me and often surprised me. The saying that “you don’t know what 
you don’t know” is so true. The pleasure of new understandings is so satisfying that I would 
not regret the journey even if the end were not achieved.  
In this journey’s beginning I was a Learning Support teacher with no time for 
reflection or introspection. The life of a teacher is all consuming. You spend your working 
day and many hours of your evening contemplating and problem-solving issues that arise in 
the lives of your students — either their academic lives, or more often these days, their 
personal lives. Everything jumps to a beat of the here and now. There is a sense of urgency, 
as though there is never enough time to keep up with the rhythm of constant need. As soon as 
one tune finishes and you feel a sense of completion, two more will already be trilling in your 
brain, if not your heart. There is joy in it still, along with the frustration and sometimes the 
heartache. The joy makes up for the rest though; that is why I am still dancing to the beat, all 
these years later. 
I have a sister who is an academic and I would often think what a luxury it would be 
to have the research and reflection time afforded a university lecturer. Time to contribute to a 
body of work in some way. Time to really think about what I am doing every day - my 
decisions, my chosen path with my students. Could I have done it a different way? Why did 
he react like that? What is preventing her from engaging fully? Why does she try so hard and 
yet keep failing? How can I make school a better place for him? So many questions, I 
believed that if I had the time to learn what others like me were doing and thinking I would 
be better placed to answer those questions.  
Today, I now know what it means to take the time to turn my eyes from the 
professional me, the teacher me, the counsellor me, the work colleague, the friend, always so 
caught up in the moment that I never thought to look beyond me, to new perspectives and 
understandings of my world. With unblinkered eyes, a new landscape of thought is revealed 
before me. Now, I think I see the horizon which is the journey’s end. At least it looks like an 
horizon, but I so often get turned around in my research I cannot be sure. Even so, I am really 
enjoying all the discoveries along the way. And, yes, I think I am a better teacher for the 
experience. 
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I came to this endeavour as a teacher fiercely protective of a commitment that I had 
made to my school and its students. So committed was I that I was prepared to undertake a 
lengthy study of my approach as a way to justify the worthiness of what I was doing. Worthy 
of the students, worthy of the teachers and worthy of all the time and effort I had put into my 
work over the years. This commitment was to coordinate a skill-based literacy programme 
that targeted individual needs across whole year levels. Every student in the first two years of 
high school participated in these dedicated literacy classes.  
There is a great deal of work involved with implementing and coordinating this 
programme, but I always felt it was justified because I believed it made a difference to all 
participating students, particularly to those who came to high school with low levels of print 
literacy. Even so, I had my critics. There seemed to be a fear of “Direct Instruction” scripted 
programmes. Some felt that since it was a scripted teaching tool, it removed autonomy and 
choice from the teacher about the best way to teach the students. Others felt that these kinds 
of programmes had no long-term benefits, and that the positive gains would fall away as soon 
as the student stopped attending the classes. Still others felt that, to truly learn print literacy, 
the learning should be contextual and relevant to the students’ school and home lives. I did 
not disagree with these arguments — I could understand the perspectives — but I truly 
believed the programme helped most of my students, particularly those that came to high 
school with very poor print literacy.  
These criticisms, coupled with sizable school expenditure in the purchase of books 
and human resources to ensure small groups, I felt that I needed to justify the continuation of 
the programme. In my simple way I thought “Well, I will research this programme in our 
school and then we shall see … If the data shows that it does indeed improve our students’ 
print literacy throughout all their years of schooling, then it will be much harder for the critics 
to disapprove and condemn the method.” 
When I look back on my very beginnings, approaching the university, and finding a 
supervisor to take me on, I wonder how I managed to end up with Eileen Honan, a woman 
who could see through the baggage I was carrying around with me in terms of what I wanted 
to do, and my flawed reasons for doing it. I approached Eileen after I had trawled through the 
UQ website looking for a supervisor who might have an understanding of literacy. As soon as 
I read her profile and saw, from her most recent research papers, that she often worked 
actively in partnership with schools for her research, I thought that she would understand my 
perspective. I was still to learn that there was a whole new world of other perspectives. 
Somehow, I was deftly and sensitively turned away from a foolish desire to justify myself as 
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someone who is doing ‘good’ work with her students to someone who now sees a bigger and 
more complicated world that is still very much my world, but now it looks, tastes and feels 
different. I have been given the privilege, the space, and the time to immerse myself in the 
thoughts and minds of those academics and researchers who devote their lives to deep 
thought.  
Mind you, I did put up a fight at first. I railed against the idea that there could be a 
bigger story; I held fiercely to my initial plan. But Eileen was patient. She must have known 
that once I had a chance to read others’ ideas and open myself to deeper thinking then I 
would come to see a different perspective. But it was when I started reading the ideas of the 
philosopher, Michel Foucault that my world shifted on its axis. His words tilted me so far out 
of sync with my own ideas that I realised I had to open my mind and rethink my approach.  
Of course, once the conversations with the three actors in my story started, I had little 
choice over my changing perspective. They took me to places I didn’t really want to go; their 
words did not confirm my expectations; they astonished me, shocked me and caused me to 
pause in my single-mindedness and think “Oh! I never realised…” Their words caused me to 
see that life is not so simple and not as black and white as I had always assumed. Their words 
blossomed shades of grey in my mind, complicating my world view. There was no going 
back to where I was before their stories were told. 
I became immersed in a web of individual perspectives and lost my way following 
false leads that I thought would suit my purpose, but which only led to dead ends. Eventually, 
I gave into the obvious: my actors had hijacked the research and were taking it to 
‘unauthorised’ places. If I wanted to stay with it, I had to follow the threads they spun. So, 
now, from these threads emerges an unexpected story of complex people leading complicated 
lives where the ability to read and write is only one facet of their story of success. 
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Prelude: Storying the Stories 
Before you read my story, you need to understand my approach and why I choose to write in 
this way. You need to consider the history that led to the decisions I now make about method, 
about genre, about positioning the people in my story, and ultimately about the story that is 
told.  
The following chapters are a story. This story is my attempt to clarify my puzzlement 
over how some students succeed at school, a place that is immersed in print literacy, despite 
their struggles with print literacy. I take on the role of storyteller because I believe it to be the 
most effective way to answer this question. Why I do this will become clearer in this chapter 
where I reveal the reasons for my methodologies and why I chose them.  
One of those choices is to write my story in the third person. I feel compelled to write 
in the third person because I need some distance from my own story so as not to let it take 
over, I do not want the research to become an autoethnography, Or perhaps the author Joan 
Didion (2000) framed it better when she ponders her own writing: “[Writing] … is an 
invasion, an imposition of the writer’s sensibility on the reader’s most private space” (p.17) 
and this private space should not be distracted by my story. Foucault (1969) once said, “Do 
not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the same. More than one person, doubtless like 
me, writes in order to have no face” (p. 28). This is my desire also, but the more I write the 
more I see my face in the words. I do not want to assert my ‘self’ over the reader — only the 
story itself should demand such attention.  
 
Writing in the third person 
The person, or actor, called Elle is me, or at least she began this story as me but at the 
end of this story will she still be me? My writing comes from who I am — it is the 
embodiment of the sum of me and I cannot deny this, so I choose to create another, one who 
is not quite me because she does not have my name. And, because she does not have my 
name, she has the chance to become someone other, or perhaps at least a different version of 
me.  
In a paper written by a group of scholars (Davies et al., 2004) workshopping the idea 
of reflexivity, I read that  
 
we must accept that the self both is and is not a fiction, is unified and transcendent 
and fragmented and always in process of being constituted, can be spoken of in 
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realist ways and cannot, and that its voice can be claimed as authentic and there is 
no guarantee of authenticity (p. 367).  
 
Perhaps my need to create Elle is a way to accept that, as much as I desire it, I cannot write 
about a fixed identity that is me because I am constantly changing, constantly becoming other 
than I was. The fact that this writing has taken place over nearly eight years accentuates this 
greatly. The passage of time means that I cannot be the same woman who began this process, 
that past self is now the fiction, less real, less authentic. 
If I am honest, there have been times when I have felt annoyance verging on extreme 
dislike towards ‘Elle’. She is far too intrusive, detracting from the stories of the others. But I 
am stuck with her, because without her there is no story, and so I cannot deny the necessity of 
her presence. Perhaps, if I am honest, there are other reasons why I resent Elle’s presence. 
She is the one who can reveal my vulnerabilities. When she recalls memories from her past, 
she exposes my private self. It does not matter that those memories are ordinary and often 
mundane — they still sometimes hurt to recall, or they give a private pleasure that seems 
frivolous to share. I am also aware that by putting my memories down on paper, I am 
allowing others to make judgements about the way I see and make sense of my world. 
Moreover, I am aware that the way I see my world is constantly changing within me, so as 
my story unfolds it could expose me as capricious and unsure of myself. 
As I became more embedded in my research, I began to understand that this research, 
after all, could only ever be about me and how I interpret my particular research challenge. 
Yet, I shy away from the idea of personal narrative because, ultimately, I want my 
interpretations to be about the actors in the story. I want their stories to be heard, their 
recollections about their struggles and their triumphs and their school lives, how they coped, 
what helped them, what didn’t. I realise that because their recollections are meshed with my 
own (I taught two of them and work with the other), some introspection on my part is 
necessary, but I cannot let that part of the research take over because I see self-absorbed 
reflection as a serious danger to my purpose. It is not so much the accusation of self-
indulgent naval gazing that worries me (Sparkes, 2002) but the distraction of becoming 
embroiled in my own musings at the expense of the actors’ own stories. I do fear what Laurel 
Richardson (1997) feared: “How do I write myself into the text without being self-absorbed, 
unduly narcissistic?” (p. 106). Plus, I fret about the fact that I am a white, middle-class 
female who has never struggled with literacy. Who am I to know and understand those 
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marginalised by dominant discourses? My discursive choices will be stamped all over this 
piece of writing (Srinivasan, 2017). This must not be a story about a literate person writing 
narratively about a life “shaped by institutional privilege”, as this would inevitably lead to the 
silencing of other voices (Pease, 2012, p. 79).  
It is the stories of the actors with whom I am involved that are crucial to the research 
question. Really, it can be said that the actors drive this story — I follow in their wake, 
wondering where they are going to take me next. I find that I do a lot of wondering as I write. 
I wonder about the data, for instance, data so often creates more questions than easy answers. 
MacLure (2013) even says that wonder can be problematic: “[it] is not necessarily a safe, 
comforting or … positive effect” (p. 228). Indeed, I do not find many answers to my 
wondering as the story unfolds but I hope that the unanswered musings can bring into focus, 
perhaps even solve the puzzle, of why some students succeed where others do not. 
 
Finding a methodology 
Like many of us, I feel I have ‘at least one book in me’. But, as Law (2004) points 
out, my book would achieve no more than an end in itself, whereas my academic writing 
provides a means of achieving other ends, like finding out how two struggling readers 
completed high school successfully, and then sharing this with teachers in similar roles. 
Perhaps my research can inform others in their teaching practice. Even if the net result is only 
to create more wondering in my readers, perhaps they will find answers that elude me. 
So, what methodology best suits my aims? Initially, I was drawn to narrative inquiry 
as a method, particularly Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) ideas on how to delve into the 
stories to gain analytical insight. But where these scholars use stories as a starting point to 
construct narrative plots, I would rather let the stories stand-alone where possible, as I believe 
they can easily speak to the reader without any finessing from me. Perhaps the data are, 
therefore, more ‘raw’, but they come directly from the storyteller’s heart without passing 
through mine. I would rather let the actors speak more directly to the reader. And I have no 
doubt that many of my readers will see other aspects of these stories that I have not 
considered. As Phillips and Bunda (2018) observe, telling a story merely reveals the 
possibility of meaning; it is for the reader to interpret, not the writer. Whereas narrative is all 
about studying the embodied experiences of a life, storying is that too, but it is also much 
more. It encompasses the planning, the forethought, the process of data gathering, and then 
the messy attempts to make sense of that data (Phillips & Bunda, 2018). Storying is not as 
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clean as narrative, but it is more alive, more reflective of reality. As storying often rests on 
feelings it can expose a moralistic aspect. As a dialogic, storying process, the thesis makes 
transparent the feelings and judgements of the actors. However, my intention is not to make 
moralistic judgements, nor to argue for the moralistic judgements shared, only to 
acknowledge the presence of moralistic thoughts of myself and others. 
It is not always possible for me to write the raw story, so, in some instances, I have 
(re)created a story to reflect a comment made or a mood sensed from my actor. For example, 
Lawrence told me about how much he hated having to work while his friends were hanging 
out with each other on the weekends and during school holidays. From this, I constructed a 
story vignette that demonstrates this in a creative way. Where possible, the stories have been 
read by the three contributors to the research. I think this creative non-fiction (Arvanitakis, 
2012) is called poetic licence but I do not apologise for it as I believe it is in story that we 
communicate best.  In these vignettes, I admit to serving as an unwilling filter of the story as I 
cannot help but be involved with its creation but, ultimately the vignette is not my story, it 
reflects another’s life, another’s perspective.  
At times in the story, I recall a memory about, or a conversation with, people who are 
not part of the research. Although they are my memories, viewed from my perspective, they 
do involve others. This creates an ethical dilemma in that it has been impossible for me to 
contact the people involved and gain informed consent. I have de-identified the events, used 
pseudonyms or created a composite character, altered demographic information and changed 
time and place, to the point that I believe is ethical (Tullis, 2016). I suppose that I could have 
omitted these memories, but I view this as less ethical than including them because they are 
memories that I believe shape my story, whether or not I make them explicit.  
I have introduced my work as a story, but it is not just storying that informs my work. 
There is reflexivity here too, as I cannot help but be aware of my own tale in this story, “A 
turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference” (Davies, 2007, p. 4). I am also very 
aware of how I, and the methods I use to gather knowledge, affect the story itself. As I have 
said, I find that it is impossible to tell the story of the actors without telling my own story, 
without exposing my “vulnerable self” (Ellis, 1999, p. 669), not only because I am connected 
with them in both past and present, but simply for the reason that I am a storied being, living 
a storied life. My thoughts and feelings affect how I interpret and analyse the conversations I 
have with the actors (Tullis, 2016). I am also a researcher who is also learning, so I have been 
constantly amazed at how my story has changed throughout this process. Every time I looked 
back and thought deeply on an experience that resurfaced during the research, I returned to 
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my present and my writing with a different understanding. Thus, I moved forward with an 
altered perspective. Lyle (2009) describes her approach of combining reflexivity with 
narrative by stating, “my goal is to promote reflexive narrative as an approach which creates 
space for others to engage in critical thought that may result in wakefulness to alternative 
approaches to knowing” (p. 294). I like to think that my writing will create such a space for 
whoever reads my words.  
Perhaps Pillow (2003) describes reflexivity more accurately as “uncomfortable 
reflexivity — a reflexivity that seeks to know while at the same time situates this knowing as 
tenuous” (p. 189). My personal experiences included in this story help to describe not only 
the context in which the actors experience success, but they also expose my biases, my 
perspective, my vulnerability and my relationships with the actors (Davies, 2007; Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000). I believe that it is more important to lay bare my true character in this 
reflexivity as my response to experiences, my feelings and emotions form part of the story 
that is this thesis. I am unavoidably and inextricably connected to what is being researched, 
but, in the end, the story is not about me (Davies, 2007).  
I was pleased to read that Foucault (2000b), whom I admire greatly, acknowledged 
the relationship between his writing and his personal experiences. This reassures me that I 
have no other choice but to write in the way that I do:  
 
Every time I have tried to do a piece of theoretical work it has been on the basis of 
elements of my own experience: always in connection with processes I saw 
unfolding around me. It was because I thought I identified cracks, silent tremors 
and dysfunctions in things I saw, institutions I was dealing with, or my relations 
with others, that I set out to do a piece of work and each time was partly a fragment 
of autobiography (p. 458). 
 
I hope my writing will expose my relationship to the research in an openly subjective way. I 
know that I am deeply involved with the research emotionally and, in the early stages of my 
research (before I began to see my world from a different perspective), I was driven by a 
personal politics, I was driven to show others the efficacy of a strategy I employ as a 
Learning Support teacher to improve the print literacy of struggling readers. I chose the topic, 
I chose the site, and I chose who would be the participants in my research. What I didn’t 
choose was that the research would become its own animal, with ideas of its own that paid 
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scant heed to my politically charged motives. The research was often sufficiently 
independent-minded to choose its own path.  
And so, I approach this research through the broad umbrella of narrative inquiry (see, 
for example, Bruner, 1997; Carter, 1993; Casey, 1995; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 
Cortazzi, 1993; McEwan & Egan, 1995; Merriam, 2002). As I described earlier, I am much 
more comfortable calling my method ‘storying’. But it is not as simple as writing a story. 
Rather than adhering to one type of qualitative methodology, I seem to be influenced by a 
number of methodologies; I have thoughtfully selected the bits that speak to me and fit with 
my view of the world and, just as thoughtfully and with much cogitating, discarded the bits 
that just don’t taste, smell or feel right.  
I am aware that the institutional discourse of my school contributes to fortifying the 
social formations and power relations that have become dominant through our cultural history 
(Luke, 1995) so I thought hard about using discourse analysis to explore this notion more 
deeply. As tempted as I was to burrow into the conversations I had with my actors through 
this analytical process, I did not feel that this approach would elucidate what my actors 
thought, felt and perceived about their school success; instead I used their stories as stand-
alone representations of their worlds. I feel that my readers should have the opportunity to 
make their own connections and find the links between my stories and their own.  
Thus the end result is a smorgasbord of methodologies, a bricolage of what is broadly 
termed qualitative inquiry, which mainly includes storying (Phillips & Bunda, 2018), but also 
reflexive narrative (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Lyle, 2009) because, at times, my actors critically 
observe their past experiences and reflexive autoethnography (Davies, 2007; Richardson, 
2000) — the latter forcing itself upon the story at times, but I hold it at bay as much as 
possible. However, my impact (as Elle) on the emerging story in which I am constantly 
examining my motives and feelings could not be ignored and so there is a definite element of 
this methodology. Ellis and Bochner (2000) convince me that autoethnography not only 
describes personal experience but can allow me to look inwardly to those vulnerable parts of 
me that do not fit so comfortably with the person I outwardly project — a confronting but 
necessary experience if I am to be trusted by my readers. Finally, creative non-fiction is a 
complementary methodology that I used in many vignettes. I use this technique to bring to 
life, in story form, the themes and the feelings associated with these themes, I noted in my 
conversations with the actors. 
Storying as methodology fits well with my context because the writing of stories can 
be both method and experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990). Writing is a form of data 
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collection and data analysis (Richardson & St Pierre, 2018). Writers interpret as they write, 
so writing is itself a form of inquiry (Pelias, 2011; Perakyla & Ruusuvuori, 2011; Richardson, 
2000; St Pierre, 2011), but readers also interpret and analyse as they read. The experience of 
writing and composing my story shows me how much I am learning and continue to learn 
from the acts of listening and writing. I am a student of, and researcher of, the story of my 
actors. I am like Coles (1989) who began to learn only when he stopped to listen. And, to be 
honest, I feel that I have a much better chance of reaching a broader audience using story 
rather than a traditional scholarly approach.  
There is a difference between storying and narrative, in that narrative can be thought 
of as “conceited and over-intellectualised” (Sobol, Qentile, & Sunwolf, 2004, p. 2). The word 
‘story’ is often used in everyday language, whereas ‘narrative’ is more of an academic term 
(Phillips and Bunda, 2018). And there are times when the word narrative, particularly in 
relation to the academic study of social and cultural life, is frequently thought of in terms of a 
‘grand narrative’, which often makes claims of “objectivity, authority and researcher 
neutrality” (Sobol, Qentile, & Sunwolf, 2004, p. 3). This understanding is far from the intent 
of my story. My story claims no authority and it is littered with subjective fallibility and a 
singular perspective. On the other hand, I hope that it is provocative to the reader in that it 
makes an emotional and rational connection regardless of the reader’s cultural or social 
sphere. Story, in its comfortable, everyday language, I believe, “speaks to all cultures, ages, 
classes, disciplines and sectors” (Phillips & Bunda, 2018, p. 4). Classroom teachers don’t 
tend to spend their spare time reading academic papers on the off chance it might help them 
improve their teaching. They are, after all, primarily practitioners, not researchers. A story, 
though, is something far more familiar and accessible. If it is on a topic that relates to my 
teaching, then I am more likely to read it. I believe that other teachers are also of the same 
mind.  
 
The circumstances that bring about my research 
The context in which this story takes place is a little high school in regional 
Queensland where I work as a Learning Support teacher. The factors that drove me to do this 
research were many faceted. One was the pure indulgent pleasure of growing my mind in 
novel ways, reading the thoughts and ideas of others and all those ‘a-ha!’ moments when a 
life experience falls into a bigger picture that has been described by another mind or when an 
assumed knowledge is no longer viable when viewed through another’s lens.  
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I have spent most of my working life learning how to help students overcome, or learn 
to deal with, their learning difficulties so that they can become independent learners. I have 
made mistakes along the way. One of the frustrating aspects of my work is that I have been 
very successful with some students but not with many others. Of course, life gets in the way 
for many of us. Many students could not be helped because their lives were in such turmoil, 
they could not rise above it. Others were in a position to be helped and yet did not succeed in 
becoming independent learners. Of those students who were successful despite their struggles 
with print literacy, who started their high school life with me, I wondered, ‘How did they do 
that? Why have they succeeded where others like them have not?’  
So, the main driving force that compels me to become a researcher is the concern that 
I could have helped more students to become better readers and writers. I believed the 
school’s literacy programme helped many, but not all. Perhaps, I thought, by looking at the 
strategies of those who were successful at school, despite their literacy difficulties, this 
research would help me to find ways to help those students who resisted my best efforts.  
 
The actors, an introduction 
With this in mind, I set out to explore the experiences of three people: two young 
adults, Molly and Lawrence, who had recently graduated successfully from school, yet began 
high school life as struggling readers. The third was a teacher’s aide, Lola, who has been a 
part of these students’ school lives but who also struggled with print literacy. I will discuss 
my three actors in detail in the next chapter. In this exploration of the experiences of others, I 
hope to identify why it is that some succeed, and some, given the same opportunities, do not. 
These possibilities could help me, as a Learning Support teacher, and others like me, to be 
better teachers through a deeper understanding of the circumstances contributing to school 
success. 
The four of us are now engaged in a complex dance of student and teacher, teacher 
and teacher, friend and friend, young adult and older adult. The relationships morph and twist 
and I find that I am not always in control of this process. Often, I stumble in the dance, 
though I continue to learn the steps.  
 
The discourse of perception 
Early on in my research, I read something by Tamboukou (2008) about how the idea 
of the body is often absent from teachers’ narratives. This touched a nerve with me because I 
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often feel that, as a teacher, my femininity, and the authentic me, disappears, and I become 
simply an authority figure. As I read Tamboukou’s words, I recalled, from my own school 
days, a school retreat experience where some other girls and I spied on the nuns undressing in 
the next room. There was a tiny hole between the timber boards that gave us a panoramic 
view of the nuns’ dormitory, which mirrored our own. The moment I saw Sister Maria1 in a 
bra and knickers it dawned on me that she was actually a woman. Up until that point, I never 
put the nuns in the category of ‘women’, with all that that category entails: feelings, 
emotions, needs and wants and, most importantly, someone who I could talk to, communicate 
with, relate to.  
On remembering this experience, I immediately identified with the younger me and 
understood why I now feel that I lose part of the real me when I walk through the school 
gates. It must have been worse for the nuns who hid their fallibility and their femininity under 
those habits. I wonder if the young adults in my story see me in the same way, as a sexless 
representation of institutional power too far removed from their subjective position and, 
therefore; an object with whom it is very difficult to relate. Indeed, there are some dance 
steps with the young adults that we can never get in sync with each other; there is nothing 
graceful about some of the conversations, but we continue to practise the steps. 
It is possible to think that when we construct our discourse, the rules which influence 
narratives emerge (Foucault, 1977a). Discourses are, therefore, to do with what is possible to 
be known in a particular place and at a particular time, and so they must also be about power, 
because they govern, in these specific places and times, what can be said, what can be done 
and what can be known. Of course, I do not talk to the school principal the same way that I 
talk to colleagues or the students that I teach. Foucault would say that this is an example of 
how I impose certain rules on myself in the process of caring for myself. Indeed, over the 
years, I have unwittingly transformed myself from a rebellious teenager and a non-conformist 
young adult to one of Foucault’s docile bodies (Foucault, 1977a). Through self-imposed, 
disciplinary acts, of which I am only now explicitly aware, I have allowed myself to be 
manipulated, used and subjected by dominant discourses. I realise that my awareness of this 
is crucial to how I proceed with my research. 
During the conversations with the young actors, I feel strongly the positioning of 
teacher and student within the discourse of the school (Gee, 2014). At times, I wonder if I am 
witnessing Foucault’s proposition of how our stories are influenced by the discourses of our 
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historical time period every time I converse with the young actors. I often got the impression 
that my young female actor was ‘careful’ in her conversations. This is perhaps because I am 
still a teacher and she was once my student. Do I subconsciously project myself as the 
teacher, the authority figure, because that is who I once was to the young actors in my story? 
Consciously, I try not to be ‘the teacher’ but I feel that the person I am trying to be is also a 
falsehood because I have no history of any other kind of relationship with the young people. 
And surely after years of ‘being’ a teacher there is a literacy of my body, in the way I express 
myself, in the way I present that is read by others as ‘teacher’, particularly those who were 
once my students (Jones, 2013). After years of accepting and routinely reinforcing a power 
differential between myself and my students, I cannot suddenly be their friend. 
It is a challenge for me to attempt to modify the old construct of teacher/student 
(without revealing my bra and knickers) that seems to be keenly felt by the young actors and 
possibly projected by me. Their identities are bound to mine in the form of student and 
teacher in this time and place (Anderson, 2004). When the young female actor was with me 
in that place, the school, she seemed to revert to a former idea of herself. I needed to renew 
our relationship and make it one that might come closer to the idea of co-actors in the story. I 
thought that having a conversation with me away from the school might help to relax both the 
young actors. In this way, they could have a chance of actively forming ‘the self’ through 
their storytelling rather than letting the narrative process dominate them (Andrews, Squire, & 
Tamboukou, 2013, p. 107). However, thinking back on my own experience, I doubted that I 
would ever have been able to see Sister Maria as anyone other than an authority figure. Years 
of inculcation that one can never be familiar or relaxed with one’s elders, one’s teachers, 
prohibited me from seeing the nuns as women with whom I could be on equal terms. 
Although the nuns hid their bodies away under flowing habits, the literacies of domination 
and power were clearly inscribed on their persona and very easily read by me (Jones, 2013). 
Perhaps it is easier for subsequent generations, but it is not easy for me to let go of the power 
relations with which I grew up and I suspected that the same was true for both the young 
actors. 
 
The why and the how of my storying 
My story encompasses, affects, is affected by, changes, and grows from, the stories of 
the people in my research. Initially, I assumed that I would be storyteller of my actors’ storied 
lives, being little more than a describer of my observations. I found, however, that, in reality, 
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the separation is not so easy to delineate (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Mitchell, 1981; Riessman, 
1993). The stories of the people in my research affected my narration, my storytelling; they 
changed my personal story as the research progressed.  
I draw on Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990, p. 11) three-pronged approach of 
“broadening, burrowing and re-storying” as a methodological process for the study, as it 
gives me a consistent approach to thinking deeply about what I have learned from the stories. 
The following chapter focuses on the ‘broadening’ aspect of the actors, their lives, their 
contexts. Subsequent chapters will ‘burrow’ deeper into past critical events in their lives 
related to the research question and the ‘re-storying’ of these events in terms of their meaning 
within a bigger picture of the here and now and the immediate future for those students who 
struggle to read in high school.  
Through using this three-pronged analytical process, this story examines some of the 
life experiences of three people in the school setting over a period of time; in the form of 
past, present and immediate future. According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), temporality 
is a central feature of narrative inquiry. How each of us views our life at any one moment 
reflects our past and a moving towards our future. Each moment is transitory, and 
perspectives may vary over time. The perspective a person brings to an experience in the 
present could be quite different from how that experience is reflected on in the future.  
People are constantly experiencing processes of personal change — life is not a fixed 
event, and so the unfolding of this process of school experience is best examined through the 
telling of personal stories. Johnstone (2004) reminds me that personal narrative, or our story, 
helps us all to make sense of our personal world and where we fit in our social world. I, 
therefore, am not searching for the ‘master narrative’ (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004; Clandinin 
& Connelly, 2000) of the school’s dominant discourses; instead I look for the counter 
discourses (Lankshear & Peters, 1996; Lyotard, 1985) of students who have struggled to find 
their place within the grand narrative, or possibly struggled against or even challenged it and 
continue to do so. Therefore, there were particular themes that I looked for in the people with 
whom I talked. 
Analysing through broadening, burrowing and re-storying, I explore the continua of 
experience of two school students who have recently finished high school. Amongst their 
stories are my stories, as I try to make sense of the actors’ experiences. The reason that I 
chose young adults who had completed their final year of school two years previously, rather 
than students still in the system, was to exploit the perspective of looking back, after having 
had time to reflect; and although this is a story that focuses on past reflections, their stories 
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have been written in the present tense in order to give life to the experience. Within this 
context, I interpret which events the students perceived as having a positive impact on their 
ability to ‘do school’, to be able to fit comfortably in the dominant discourses of mass 
schooling — an ability that was not available to them when they began high school in Year 8 
(2006), - before 2015, this was the first year of high school in Queensland; since 2015 the 
first year of high school is Year 7.  
I also explore the experiences of one teacher’s aide who taught these students whilst 
they were at high school, both in the curriculum classroom and the literacy reading 
classroom. This person has a unique relationship with many of the students with whom she 
worked. She is dearly loved by many of them; there is always a small gaggle of young people 
who choose to spend their lunchtimes with her. From time to time there will be one student, 
seemingly more in need of her proximity, who sits with her through the lunchbreak, not really 
saying much but just enjoying the closeness to her. She has much in common with students 
who struggle to read as she too struggled, and continues to struggle, with print literacy. “You 
don’t cure dyslexia, you learn to manage it,” she told me when she was doing her university 
degree. Teachers are very much a part of the success or failure of students in our schools; 
therefore, their experiences, their stories, form a valuable contrast with, and connection to, 
their students’ stories. 
I remember very little of what I learned at school, but I still remember many who 
taught me — not always a pleasant memory. I remember the Latin and French teacher Mrs 
Berkenhaas2, who, in my teenager’s eyes, appeared utterly insane. Her tragic story was 
whispered amongst the students — apparently, she had been in a concentration camp as a 
young child, and had lost her entire family, or so the story went. Perhaps this was why she 
behaved so strangely, and I was very afraid of her. She had no time for me — perhaps she 
sensed my anxiety around her — and, although I dearly loved my French and Latin classes 
and seemed to have a talent for language, I did not continue these subjects in Senior School 
because I felt she made it impossible. This teacher, and others, unwittingly shaped the 
direction of my life, for better or for worse. A young girl who had dreams of studying French 
at the Université Paris-Sorbonne studied Science instead at a local university. I remember 
Miss Cade, a Maths teacher who showed a belief in me that no one else ever did, and because 
of her I had the confidence to change my career path when the goal I was aiming for became 
untenable. She also taught me patience and the power of kindness. Teachers are a powerful 
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part of school life. And power, or rather, the flow of power, is a crucial element in the 
theoretical framework of my research. 
As a Learning Support teacher, my experience over many years taught me the 
importance of being print literate. I believed that being print literate allowed access to power 
denied to those who could not read or write in a functional way. One of the driving factors for 
the implementation of a dedicated reading and comprehension programme across the first two 
years of high school was the realisation that students, often very intelligent students, were not 
able to engage fully with the curriculum because they could not read and comprehend printed 
text well enough. They became more powerless to succeed as the reading load increased. As I 
began my research, I gravitated to the philosopher Michel Foucault because he spoke about 
the relationship of knowledge to power. This proved an instant connection with what I was 
feeling about my students. Foucault talked about how power is not just something one can 
hold over another — power flows through us and can have a positive effect on how we are in 
the world (Foucault, 1980). It seems possible that for those able to harness this flow of power 
in our school, as in any institution, success would be more likely. It is Foucault’s theories 
which form the framework that guides my research. Chapter Three attempts to explain to you, 
my reader, why I feel that Foucault’s ideas speak to my research so fittingly. 
The process of writing the story of my actors and my part in their story, and then 
weaving through the ideas I have read from scholars and philosophers, is an enlightening 
experience. I find that I am a much better writer than I am an oral communicator. When I 
speak, I am frustratingly inarticulate, yet the process of writing seems to clarify my ideas and 
helps me to express myself in a deeper, more thoughtful way. Writing, for me, is like blowing 
the sand away from my thoughts to reveal the individual stones, so solid and certain in their 
shapes, underneath.  
As I wrote about the personal experiences of the actors in my story, only then did I 
begin to understand the how of my research question. As I wrote, I shaped a world where I 
hoped to find understanding of people who had experienced, in some ways, a very different 
life journey from my own. My reality at times aligns with, and at others times is far distant 
from, the reality of my younger actors, and I think this is partly due to the unequal power 
relations that are part of our social reality, where I am a teacher and they were my students 
(Barzoo, 2012; Luke, 1995). When I write, I feel more able to expose this inequality. It is also 
clear to me that my gender, age, class and background impact my writing (how could they 
not?) adding to this inequality. I do not hide from this as it is an integral part of my story.  
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The temporality of the story 
The historical period of this research is an important aspect for consideration. The 
actors in this story attended high school across two time periods. The first being the 1970s, a 
period before the digital age where the complicating factors of cyber-bullying, mobile phones 
and social media did not exist, although, of course, bullying and drugs were an issue back 
then as they are now. The second period was in the first decade of the 21st century, the 
Naughties. For students at this time, social media was not prevalent, Facebook was in its 
infancy and students had not embraced it fully, certainly not in the way they do now. 
Bullying on social media was not a big issue and, although computers were available in most 
classrooms for supervised research, personal devices were not as common as they are now 
and they were not allowed in Elle’s school, either back then or now. Her school has always 
banned the use of personal devices during school hours in an effort to control distractions and 
cyberbullying. Nevertheless, the young actors in this story were exposed to a more image 
saturated culture than Lola or Elle ever were. Access to the internet, instant messaging, being 
constantly connected to the world must impact the way we learn. Unfortunately, the scope of 
this thesis does broaden to these considerations. 
 
Visual layout of the thesis 
Finally, a word about the setting out of this thesis. The stories are presented in the 
voices of Elle and her three co-actors. In order to clarify to the reader whose voice is 
speaking, I have altered the font style. When I write using an actor’s voice, the font is blue 
font, italics and present tense. These vignettes are based on the conversations with the actors 
but, at times, I have used my writerly imagination to construct stories that, although not 
describing actual events, nevertheless maintain verisimilitude. Virginia Woolf (1929) put it 
so beautifully when she described fiction as “like a spider’s web, attached ever so lightly 
perhaps, but still attached to life at all four corners” (p. 31). This is the process I have 
engaged in, I have taken the snippets of conversation which show the life of my actor and 
then added the bits around it to make it a story. Lola, however, is a natural storyteller so most 
of her vignettes are her words. Elle’s voice is in black font and italics. As I believe each 
actor’s story to be unique, I unfold their experiences separately, in sections headed by the 
actor’s name. Reflections of Elle are interwoven in these sections but any comparisons 
between the three actors occur at the end of each chapter. 
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Chapter 1: Into the rabbit hole… 
 
When Elle first approached the university about the possibility of completing a PhD, her 
ideas of what she wanted to research were vastly different from the topic she finally settled 
on. She had wanted to validate her ideological investment of more than ten years teaching 
explicit literacy skills in a scripted, direct instruction programme to students in Years 8 and 9, 
and more recently, to students in Year 7. She wanted confirmation that what she was doing 
was making a valuable contribution to young people’s lives through building academic 
success at school. 
She had imagined that this research would require a certain amount of data gathering 
in the form of surveys and structured interviews with students and staff at her school. She 
would collect and collate each semester’s academic results of her participants and use all this 
gathered information to make knowledge claims about how students who start school as 
struggling readers manage to finish successfully in Year 12. She also thought that part of the 
process would involve having to triangulate the data, ensuring validity, reliability and 
generalisability of the research. With a science background, this was the language with which 
she was familiar. 
Her first few meetings with her first supervisor, Eileen, did not go as she had 
expected. She was advised to read a book called On qualitative inquiry: Approaches to 
language and literacy research (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005). Apart from totally 
confusing her, requiring her to read and re-read sentences, whole pages sometimes — well, if 
she were totally honest, whole chapters were re-read — it opened up a vast array of ideas 
never encountered before. On a steep learning curve, a dictionary became her best ally for 
getting a sufficient grip on ideas so that she could process them. This book began thought 
processes about ways of working in research that Elle had never before pondered, let alone 
considered suitable for her project. 
She often thinks back to those early days, a science graduate with scientific thinking 
being supervised by a woman who moved within totally different ideological frames of 
thought. Later, when reading Carolyn Ellis’ story, who wondered if she had the energy to 
“wean another student off the science model” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 737), Elle wondered 
if Eileen had ever inwardly rolled her eyes at the effort required to educate yet another 
student about qualitative inquiry. If she had, she never showed it, and Elle was very grateful 
for that. 
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The next year or so involved a course on research methods and endless reading. Her 
research question became how students who start high school as struggling readers manage to 
finish high school successfully. At this stage she no longer focused on the reading 
programme as a possible major contributor to her students’ success, but the thought was 
always in the back of her mind. It worried her that this would bias her decisions about what 
she was looking for, throughout the research and writing process. Actually, she knew it 
would — human nature, after all, cannot be denied. Certainly, Foucault (1980) would say that 
bias is everywhere in the power relations of the discourses we use. When Elle talked to 
students, she tailored the conversation to suit her purposes in a way that she did not with her 
colleagues. In the process of her writing, she knew she needed to be aware of how she was 
using the power she had at her keyboard. She knew then that her readers needed to know this, 
so, she planned to be open about her own agenda — otherwise the research would not be 
honest. 
Elle did not intentionally drop her initial research focus on the school’s reading and 
comprehension programme. She intended this to be the direction her study would take. But 
research, like life, she soon realised, is never that black and white. Nor can it be so narrow in 
its trajectory. Since the complexity of the human condition cannot be reduced to empirical 
observations and conclusions, she soon realised that she was embroiled in a very messy and 
confusing process. Although the research would only focus on the four people in her study, 
somehow, she needed to use that narrow and specific ‘data’ to create a bigger picture for her 
reader. She saw the sense of Law (2004) who advises that we must “unmake our desire and 
expectation for security” (p. 9). There might not be a clear wrap-up to Elle’s inquiry into how 
a student becomes successful at school, and universal conclusions would not be drawn. 
How to go about the process of discovering what contributes to a young person’s 
eventual success in Year 12? ‘Success’ is not a quantifiable concept; nor should it be. It will 
mean different things to different people. Elle made a mental note that at some point later in 
her story she needed to delve deeper into what the theoretical underpinnings of such a 
concept could be in the context of school and education. Elle wanted to understand what 
success meant to the people involved in her research, how each actor made sense of their own 
personal success in high school and how they believed that outcome was achieved. The 
moment Elle read about narrative research and storying she knew that this form of inquiry 
made more sense to her than any other. She wanted their individual stories, their memories, 
and their recollections of moments in time that seemed significant, all of which helped to 
construct their present identities (Riessman, 2008). 
 
 
3 
Elle kept coming back to the idea of her experiences intermingled with the moments 
in time of her actors — those school years where she was sometimes very present in their 
school lives, sometimes absent. She couldn’t see how they could be teased apart, they were so 
affected by each other. She was perplexed about the most appropriate research design that 
would elicit these events, particularly those memories of success and how they came about, 
then allow her to weave the crucial elements into a cohesive piece of work (Denzin, 1997).  
Dealing with human emotions, relationships and perceptions of personal histories, 
what Elle wanted to study was complex, diffuse and chaotic, and often, she was beginning to 
suspect, not very coherent. She believed that describing her findings in clear language would 
not only be a lie (as how can you be clear about something that was never clear?) but would 
in the end only complicate the issues being described and make them even more unclear. Law 
(2004) describes the attempted creation of order from life’s chaos as a “distortion into reality” 
(p. 2). A straightforward methodology cannot capture the nuances of lived experience (Law, 
2004). And experience needs to be considered not just in terms of the personal; we must also 
bear in mind the effect of the social context on us, for we can never stand outside it. Although 
people are individuals, we are social creatures as well and must be considered in the 
relational context of both (Dewey, 1938). Our social structures have an impact on our 
personal stories, just as our personal histories shape our social interactions. School is a social 
setting and so the personal striving of a student to become successful in the school setting 
cannot be measured by a discrete ‘point in time’ event, let alone be measured with sterile 
numbers (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). 
Elle felt like she was standing on the precipice of a gaping ‘unknowing.’ Did she 
really want to find out what was in there? She suspected it was all very messy and 
confronting. She thought about the often-used description of how a research process is like a 
‘journey’ for the researcher. More like a leap of faith, she thought. She was reading Law 
(2004) and feeling confused about his description of reality as ephemeral and elusive, how 
we need to “find ways of knowing the indistinct and the slippery without trying to grasp and 
hold them tight” (p. 3), then suddenly it all made sense. Each night, Elle would go out into 
the darkness of her backyard to find her cat and bring her in for the night. It was a kind of 
ritual they went through — once the cat was spotted, she would come inside meekly. The 
only way she could spot her white cat in the blackness of the night was not focus on her. She 
would search her peripheral vision to locate her. The moment she tried to direct her gaze to 
where she had spotted her in the periphery the image was gone. It came to her then that 
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storytelling could do this too. Obliquity could throw a stronger light on the lived experience 
of Elle’s actors than a sharp focus on data. 
Elle knew the value of ‘story’ to her. We all learn through stories. She knew how 
often she herself had identified with a story and through a story. She knew how her 
perspective on issues she thought she understood was turned upside down and inside out by 
stories. Her stories and the stories of others is how she experienced the world and how she 
made sense of her past, her present and her immediate future. We all lead “storied lives” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1990, p. 2). Her goal was to touch a world beyond her world (Ellis & 
Bochner, 1996) in order to add to someone else’s, her reader’s, story.  
Elle’s father was a storyteller. When she was a little girl, he would tell her stories 
about his childhood. Her parents grew up in Ireland, and so many of the stories were 
flavoured with banshee, faeries and leprechauns. Much later, she realised that many of his 
stories held a moral tenet that, at times, subconsciously guided her in her thinking and 
decision making. Her father lived in Cork city and hung out with a gang of boys, some of 
them very poor. They played up and down the streets and across the rooves of that part of 
Cork in which they lived. One series of stories that went on for years was about a very 
naughty boy called Jacky Alley (because he lived down an alley, of course). Jacky got up to 
all kinds of mischief that was very entertaining, but whenever something serious happened 
there was always a severe consequence — whether it be a natural justice of some kind, or his 
Da giving him a beating or the Garda (Irish police) calling to the house to do the same. Elle 
was never sure if Jacky Alley really existed, although her father always insisted he was a real 
person. Her father told her, more than once, with a serious face and a hint of wistful pride for 
his friend, that Jacky Alley had become a priest.  
Her father’s stories were so powerful that, although she knew very little of the man 
she called Dad, she felt she knew him as a boy growing up in another world. Her father never 
spoke seriously about his childhood, which Elle’s mother had told her had been very troubled 
and unhappy. But through his stories she learned much about the boy who had become her 
father. His hopes and dreams, the hardships of his friends’ poverty, the trials of being beaten 
by school masters for not doing his homework and the rewards of a job well done, his love 
for and loyalty to his friends, and his irrepressible naughtiness and sense of fun. The absence 
of his parents in his stories spoke volumes. Elle, too, wanted to touch her readers through her 
stories.  
As a teacher she has often experienced a shock when learning about a student’s 
reality, a student’s personal story, reminding her that each of us has a unique life story which 
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is sometimes vastly different from our own. Hearing another’s world view, another’s personal 
story, can increase tolerance, and a new understanding often helps us to move forward in a 
relationship that may have begun as a difficult one due to this difference. When she looks 
back on her teaching life, she can see how the stories of others, of her students and of her 
colleagues have had a powerful influence on the kind of teacher she has become (Schaafsma, 
Pagnucci, Wallace, & Stock, 2007).  
She remembered, most recently, the ‘bright but lazy’ boy who was usually late to 
school, slept through many classes and rarely handed in assignments; he would get detention 
after detention and resignedly, even good-naturedly, attend them. Many teachers thought he 
was on drugs. Although never a discipline problem, he always seemed so detached, as though 
he really didn’t care. His teachers were fed up with his ‘lazy attitude’ and the school deputy 
was considering terminating his enrolment. Then Elle found out through another student that 
he was working for his parents in a cleaning business from 2am to 6am four nights a week. 
His parents told him he was not to tell the school because they believed the school would not 
understand. They were hard working, ambitious parents from a very poor background 
determined to lift their family’s economic situation.  
When Elle spoke to his mother about the situation she started crying, saying she was 
ashamed, and she knew his marks were suffering because of the sleep he was missing. When 
his teachers learnt of his situation, they were amazed that he managed to make it to school at 
all! He really did want to do well at school but had long ago resigned himself to the reality of 
his situation. Once his circumstances were allowed for, he managed to pass his Year 12. All 
of a sudden, this boy had a team of adults working with him instead of against him — it made 
all the difference.  
And then there was the girl who hardly ever came to school and was disengaged when 
she did. This girl spent days away from school caring for her younger siblings while her 
mother was in palliative care. Due to confidentiality requirements, teachers are often unaware 
of their students’ personal stories and, just as often, teachers can forget that their students’ 
stories might be very different from their own. We all get caught up in our own story and our 
perspective can become a little narrow. This student eventually dropped out — her teachers 
never knew why, because her family chose not to share her story with them. Elle heard only 
recently that the student dropped out because her mother had died. 
These stories are extreme examples, but we all have stories that help explain the way 
we are in the world. If Elle’s writing can connect with others to create those moments of 
recognition, a connection between the reader’s life and the meaning on the page, then the 
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study has value, it has worth, because it will contribute to the understanding of others through 
inspiring new conversations from new perspectives of their own (the readers’) lives. A good 
story provokes readers to broaden their perspectives, reflect critically on their own experience 
and see the world through another’s eyes (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 748). 
People narrate memory and personal experience because stories are a shared cultural 
resource for verbalising our recollections (Atkinson & Coffey, 2002) and making sense of our 
experiences (Gee, 2014). It was clear to Elle that a quantitative, positivist methodology with 
an expectation of an objective, universal truth was not going to provide an in-depth 
examination of how a student embraced high school and academic success. Quantitative 
methods could only aim to describe who, when and how many. They could not help Elle to 
make sense of how a student can start high school, after years of primary school failure, still 
struggling to read and write, and then complete their high school education with a 
Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE), thus demonstrating (or so she initially thought) 
that they are print literate. Elle did not want a statistical perspective. She sought insight, not 
just for her but also for her readers. She was not interested in imparting knowledge in a 
passive way to the readers — actually she didn’t believe her research could work that way. 
Rather, her research needed her readers to engage with the text in a way that enabled them to 
bring their experiences to their reading so that they could fill the gaps in her text that she 
knew would be there (Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Sparkes, 2002). She thought that through her 
shaping of a story she could construct a meaningful pattern, linking ideas of random and 
disconnected events taken from her conversations with the actors in her story and the 
memories they sparked from her own past. She wanted to encourage empathetic readers who 
would willingly engage with the lives of two young people who have struggled to become 
academically successful. Better still, she hoped her story would encourage discussion about 
what her readers have read in terms of their own contexts (Riessman, 2008).  
 
The actors 
Elle’s selection was purposeful. She chose the three young adults because she knew they had 
all been academically successful in their final year of school (all had achieved a QCE, 
Queensland Certificate of Education) even though they had begun their high school life as 
struggling readers. She also knew that they still lived in the area, so they were accessible. By 
the time Elle was ready to begin her research, one of the actors had moved away, pursuing a 
career path in the outback. That left two young adults and one teacher’s aide. 
 
 
7 
Elle made clear to the young adults why they had been chosen to participate in her 
research project. She assured them that she was not expecting any particular outcome and that 
she would not be surprised if each of them had completely unique stories to tell about how 
they learned to be successful in school. The teacher’s aide was keen to be part of it and every 
bit as interested in the final outcome as was Elle. Elle believed that, aside from playing an 
important role in these young people’s school lives, she too had a story to tell about her own 
struggles with print literacy. 
Both the young people in Elle’s story are finding their way in the adult world, 
establishing careers, developing their pathways and acquiring independence. Elle knew of 
many young people at a similar age or older, equally successful in their final year, who had 
not been able to find work, let alone start on a career path they enjoyed and to which they 
aspired. She knew anecdotally how hard it is for young people in the area to get permanent 
work. When she researched it, she found that, according to government statistics, youth 
(between 15 to 24 years old) unemployment in Elle’s regional area of Queensland is twice the 
adult unemployment (Australian Government, 2015). And yet the two young people Elle 
chose to be part of her story had experienced no hardship with attaining employment and 
staying in their jobs. Elle thought there could be a link between their ability to create success 
at high school and their continuing success in the workforce.  
 
Molly 
At the beginning of Elle’s study, Molly was working as a casual childcare worker at the 
school where she was educated and where Elle still teaches. Elle’s high school has a special 
unit designed to cater for teenage mums and pregnant girls who wish to continue their 
education. The unit provides a crèche where their babies and toddlers are cared for whilst the 
mums are learning. When Molly was in Year 10, she began a school-based traineeship in 
Childcare. Her work placement was at the school crèche. She was so successful there that 
they kept her on after she left school and had finished her traineeship. She is currently 
studying for a Diploma in Childcare. 
Molly is 20 years old and presents as a quiet, composed young woman. Interestingly, 
she is very sporty and always participated fully in school sports. Elle recalled how Molly was 
always the most wildly dressed character in house colours every sports day or swimming 
carnival, which always seemed incongruous with her classroom persona where she was 
studious, serious and very quiet.  
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As she progressed through high school, Molly became a leader for her sporting team’s 
House and was an impressive role model for the younger students. Curiously, on those sports 
days, she never achieved highly in any sport — running, athletics or swimming — she simply 
loved being involved. Volleyball was her sport and she was a member of the school 
volleyball team. This school was a ‘Volleyball Excellence school,’ which means this sport 
was the focus of the Physical Education department. From Elle’s perspective, Molly was 
liked by her teachers and popular with her peers. That particular cohort was a small group. 
According to OneSchool data (Education Queensland’s state-wide student tracking system) 
there were 73 students in Molly’s last year of school. It is no wonder that Molly talks of her 
entire year level as being her friends. When Elle asked her about what her friendship group 
was like, she said, “People would come and go from the group. Like, we didn’t care, ’cos 
pretty much we were friends with everyone in Year 12.” 
In her first year of high school, Molly’s reading and comprehension was far below her 
peers. When Elle did the Neale Analysis test (Neale, 1999) with her, the results showed that 
Molly was decoding at a Year 3 level and comprehending at a Year 6 level. She was, 
therefore, targeted for learning support and placed in a literacy class of similar ability 
students three times a week to build her basic literacy skills. 
Molly was eager to undertake the Learning Support classes and happily gave up some 
of her electives for Years 8 and 9. She was also robust enough not to care what other students 
thought about her having learning support and openly described herself as ‘dyslexic’ — a 
diagnosis she had been given when she was in primary school. Elle always admired the focus 
Molly showed in all that she did and all who worked with her wondered how such a hard-
working dedicated student could get all the way through primary school and still not be 
functionally literate. 
 
Lawrence 
Lawrence is 20 years old, lives with his parents and works locally. Lawrence graduated from 
high school the same year as Molly. In fact, they are friends and occasionally see each other, 
amongst other friends, on a weekend.  
Lawrence is quiet and projects a calm, confident presence. In their conversations, Elle 
found him very reserved. Although seemingly willing to answer all questions, he was reticent 
to expand on his answers. At school, Elle had not worked with Lawrence, as she was out 
teaching when he attended the Learning Support room, so she did not know him as well as 
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she knew Molly. She remembered him as a very quiet, serious boy, but meeting with him for 
this project she saw that he had grown in self-confidence and smiled a lot more. This made 
Elle think about what a miserable place school can be for some students. She thought back to 
one of her students who would constantly wring her hands and refused to go out in the 
playground for fear of interacting with other students. She would often make up stories, so 
she didn’t have to be in class, preferring to work her heart out in the Learning Support room. 
She wanted to achieve but she knew she couldn’t do it on her own in the classroom. Years 
later, Elle bumped into her in the local shopping centre. Like Lawrence, she too had grown 
into a confident and happy young woman, training to be a supermarket manager. She told 
Elle that “I could never understand when adults said school days are the best days of your 
life. For me, school was the unhappiest time of my life, and if I ever have children, I will 
home school them. The only reason I didn’t truant every day was because I could run away to 
the Learning Support room.”  
Everyone’s story is unique. For instance, Elle knew that, although he seemed unhappy 
as a boy at school, Lawrence professed to love his high school days and regretted having to 
leave. He now works as an apprentice boilermaker and enjoys the work very much. Like 
Molly, he values friendships, and part of the reason he enjoys his work so much is because of 
the relationships he has at the workplace: “at my old job, it was like you just did your work 
and go home and that was it, but with this [job] we actually talk during work and all that … 
it’s a lot better. Better socially as well – a lot more relaxed.”  
In his first year of high school, Lawrence decided (like Molly) to drop an elective and 
have lessons in the Learning Support room. His decoding and comprehension levels were on 
a par with Molly’s, although he had strong mathematics skills, of which he was very proud. 
Initially, he did not divulge to friends his link with the Learning Support room, preferring to 
keep this information limited to those few friends who also attended the room.  
 
Lola 
The third actor is the teacher’s aide working in the Learning Support room with Elle. 
Although employed as an aide, she does as much (more, Elle would argue) as any teacher in 
the school. Her name is Lola. Elle and Lola are partners and colleagues in their joint efforts to 
help students struggling with academic work. More often than not, Elle takes direction from 
Lola, she values her professional advice and counsel highly. Initially, Elle did not want her 
supervisors to know that Lola was a teacher’s aide, preferring to identify her as a teacher. She 
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felt she was misrepresenting her by describing her as anything other than a ‘teacher.’ For, 
indeed, in Elle’s mind, that is what she is. What concerned Elle is that some readers might 
value a piece of paper over capability, and judge accordingly. The literature supported Elle’s 
perception that teachers’ aides occupy a worryingly low position in a school’s hierarchy and, 
despite more emphasis on professional development for them in recent years, these attitudes 
have not changed (Sorsby, 2004). However, Elle knew that, despite her concerns, she must be 
honest with her readers. In the process of storytelling, it is inevitable that much of the story is 
the writer’s perspective, but it is vital to strive for honesty. Elle began to trust that her readers 
would come to see for themselves the character of Lola.  
Lola never attends school social functions because she had an interaction with a 
teacher years ago that made her feel ‘not good enough’ and that only teachers were supposed 
to attend. No amount of cajoling by Elle or any other teacher could convince her of her 
entitlement to attend. Lola loves her job and intends on staying in it until she retires. For 
years, Elle unsuccessfully pressed her to do a Diploma of Education to improve her 
credibility with those teachers who see a power differential (Nakai & Turley, 2003). She 
thought that if Lola had the qualification, she would be on a more equal footing, but that was 
more about Elle’s indignation than Lola’s need to prove herself. Elle could see that, despite 
Lola’s perception that some teachers did not treat her as an equal, Lola was very comfortable 
in her skin, loved her work and felt no need to get an extra qualification that she would never 
use. 
Lola’s main role is to organise the school’s literacy programme, teach literacy classes 
to Year 8 and 9 groups and support students with learning difficulties in the Learning Support 
room. She also manages the Learning Support budget and the Learning Support weekly 
timetable, conducts meetings with parents, and processes and distributes paperwork and 
updated information to teachers, parents and administrative staff.  
Lola and her elder sister were born in America to American and Russian parents. Her 
mother separated from her father when she was still a toddler, remarried and went on to have 
two more children. Due to her stepfather’s work, the family spent the first few years of Lola’s 
childhood moving around England; when she was in her teens, they moved to Iran for a year 
and then onto Australia. She is now in her mid-fifties and is the sole parent of an adult 
daughter who lives with her.  
Her school experience was mostly an unhappy one, as she could not learn to read 
easily and therefore could not engage with much of the print-based curriculum. This was 
extremely frustrating for an intelligent child, who, by her own admission, became a behaviour 
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problem in most of the schools she attended. She is the same age as Elle, and so grew up 
without the aid of technology and in an era where print literacy was the sole means of 
examination in mainstream schools. Lola went on to complete a Psychology degree in her 
forties when, finally, the education system recognised the equity in making adjustments for 
those lacking print literacy skills. 
Lola was invited to participate in this study as Elle believed she could offer valuable 
and instructive insights into her research questions. Despite experiencing many difficulties in 
the school system, she went on to achieve a higher degree and now teaches with Elle. Her 
unique understanding of what it is like to be unsuccessful at school has helped many students 
come to terms with their own difficulties, and in many cases overcome them. Lola taught the 
literacy skills class that Molly and Lawrence were in for two years. Lola also battles on a 
daily basis with her own literacy problems, as she has been identified as dyslexic. Elle 
thought it would be interesting to examine the juxtaposition of the viewpoints and 
experiences of struggling readers from different generations and in different roles. 
 
Gathering the stories 
After perusing literature about interview techniques, Elle decided unstructured interviewing 
or conversation would best suit her purpose. Open-ended questioning would provide a much 
broader depth of data, including anecdotes which would minimise her influence (Fontana & 
Frey, 2000). She was also very aware of the power imbalance that existed already between 
her and the two former students. Not only was she their teacher in the recent past, but she is 
older. She did not want to add to this by setting up a formal interview scenario with 
structured questions where information flows only one way and where the interviewee is 
“deni[ed] agency and disempower[ed] [as] the research subject” (Limerick, Burgess‐
Limerick, & Grace, 1996, p. 449). She preferred to give over as much of the power in the 
interactions as possible. After all, it was their stories she wanted. Only they knew their own 
stories, so it was important that interpretations were jointly constructed through informal talk. 
On reflection, she realised that these interactions could never be totally unstructured, 
as some conversations were held in the school where the events relevant to Elle’s story 
occurred and the people being interviewed identifiable as belonging to a certain group 
(struggling readers). Similarly, Elle recognised that there was no hope of neutrality or 
objectivity, regardless of the ‘structure’ of the interview questions.  
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Elle was keen to talk to Lawrence and Molly whilst walking. She learned many years 
ago at a workshop run by the Boys Forward Institute how important movement is to boys for 
personal expression, and she assumed this would be the same for girls. Since that workshop, 
she had often employed this strategy when she knew a troubled child needed to get something 
off their chest (Lilico, 2002). She would say something like, “Come down to the office with 
me while I run an errand”, or, “I need to get out of this stuffy room and walk outside for a 
few minutes — will you come with me?” She often found that she did not even need to start 
the conversation. If she kept quiet long enough, often the problem would all come tumbling 
out. She felt that Lawrence and Molly would feel less constrained talking about their 
memories of success if they were moving rather than sitting in a sterile room or noisy coffee 
shop facing Elle.  
Then she discovered that this was actually a research method — the walking 
interview (Anderson, 2004; Carpiano, 2009; Evans & Jones, 2011; P. Jones, Bunce, Evans, 
Gibbs, & Hein, 2008; Kusenbach, 2003). In her readings, Elle learnt that walking through 
specific places can create emotions and feelings related to memories generated by those 
places. Furthermore, data generated in walking interviews can often be strongly influenced by 
the landscapes in which they occur (Evans & Jones, 2011). Perhaps walking around their old 
school would help them recall parts of their school story previously forgotten (Anderson, 
2004; Carpiano, 2009; Dubé, Schinke, Strasser, & Lightfoot, 2014; Evans & Jones, 2011; 
Hoven & Trell, 2010; Kusenbach, 2003). This idea resonated strongly with Elle whose sense 
of place is so strong that she actively avoids returning to certain particular places for fear of 
stirring strong, unpleasant memories and cannot tear herself away from other places, such as 
her home of the last thirty years because of all the happy memories.  
Walking through a place while talking could also generate collaborative knowledge 
between Elle and her actors (Anderson, 2004). After all, they all shared a history of attending 
the same place, and this place comprised a substantial part of their identity over many years. 
It did occur to Elle that walking around the school might have a negative impact on 
their conversations, if for instance, the school brought to mind bad memories. She knew all 
too well how difficult it was to get some parents into the school to talk about their child. A 
generally unhappy school experience in their past can create high anxiety levels in parents 
who must face their fears and enter the school grounds in order to support their child. Often 
the anxious parent feels the need to explain their anxieties with asides during the meeting, “I 
was never any good at school”, or “I hated school when I was there”, or “School was 
different when I went — there was no help like there is now.” Elle made sure that she was 
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honest with the young adults about why she wanted to walk around the school with them. It 
was important to Elle that they felt emotionally safe during their talks (Fontana & Frey, 2000) 
as they were free to choose another place, if they so desired. 
Unfortunately, this interview scenario of walking and talking did not happen for 
Lawrence and Molly. Lawrence was so busy with his life that the only time he could spare 
was after work. Finishing late, the school grounds were not accessible to walkers. Elle found 
it difficult to impose on the young people’s time, so she preferred to fit in with their 
preferences rather than her own. Despite her honesty and wanting to give them a choice about 
walking, Elle was disappointed that they were not able to talk together in this way. 
Instead, Elle fell back on her initial plan of ensuring the conversations with her actors, 
particularly the young adults, were in situations where they felt most comfortable and at ease. 
She planned to meet in coffee shops or at their homes. This plan worked well with Lawrence 
in that she met him at his home and after work at a local coffee shop. The first meeting at 
Lawrence’s home went well initially. However, about halfway through their conversation, his 
mother returned from work. Elle knew Lawrence’s mother, as she had previously worked 
with her at school and so a conversation began between the three of them and the initial 
conversation was lost. Elle felt it was impossible to retrieve it by the time Lawrence’s mum 
finished chatting. Their subsequent meetings were at a coffee shop near to where Lawrence 
worked. This situation was better but there were still a lot of distractions as the café was on a 
busy street.  
Elle’s meetings with Molly were held at the school, as this suited Molly best. She 
would walk to Elle’s room once she finished in the school’s crèche and they would talk in a 
small room near the Learning Support room where Elle taught and where Molly had spent 
many lessons. As Molly finished an hour before the final school bell and there were various 
teachers and students still milling around, Elle felt there were too many distractions to walk 
around the school.  And then there were all of Molly’s memories of school brought more 
sharply into the present because of their proximity to the place of school where their 
conversations occurred; whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, Elle was not sure. This 
idea of the importance of ‘place’ she explored in depth later in her story. 
Elle completed three face-to-face conversations with each of her actors. Each 
conversation lasted about an hour. However, she soon realised she would need to continue the 
conversations, as she felt she had not broken through the reserve of her two younger actors.  
Although she believed she had their trust from the previous years of working together, 
her inability to establish a comfortable rapport in the initial conversations was a deep concern 
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for she knew that, as the researcher and storyteller, she needed to be able to put herself in her 
actors’ shoes; she needed to understand their perspectives (Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015; 
Fontana & Frey, 2000; Gubrium & Holstein, 2003; Hannabuss, 1996). She also needed Molly 
and Lawrence to feel comfortable enough so that the ‘storytelling urge’ would find 
expression. 
Originally, Elle had also planned to follow up these conversations with emails or 
texts, perhaps if she needed to clarify a point or to delve deeper into an issue. She had sent off 
emails to both Molly and Lawrence but received no reply. She was not surprised given their 
struggles with print literacy and the fact that they would be replying to someone who not only 
was a teacher but was also investigating their school success through overcoming their issues 
with print literacy. Understandably, they might have felt under a bit of pressure to perform 
well in a grammatical and spelling sense. Here again, she thought to herself, who I am is 
interfering with the research. She thought back to one of her conversations with Lawrence, 
“If someone sends me a text saying they are doing such and such then I’ll ring them up 
straight away. It makes it easier,” said Lawrence. It was clear he was not comfortable with 
texting. She did not know how to reassure them that she didn’t care how they wrote or texted 
their answers without giving them the impression that she expected them to write poorly. I 
will always be a teacher to them, she thought. Instead, she kept her questions for subsequent 
face-to-face conversations.  
The ‘interview process’ with the two young adults was very difficult for Elle, and for 
them, she suspected. Here, the ‘dance’ between young adult and older adult was not going 
smoothly and she stumbled often. The process felt awkward and contrived, not at all relaxed. 
She wondered, not for the first time, if it was because of who she was, because of her 
personality. Elle often got close to her students. Working as a Learning Support teacher so 
closely with people who are dependent on help to get them through high school gives a 
teacher the privilege of really knowing a student — far more than those teachers who teach in 
the traditional classroom. Strong relationships based on trust are formed, and this is both 
rewarding and fulfilling.  
And yet … for Elle there had always seemed to be a certain amount of physical and 
emotional distance between her and the students with whom she worked. She had never 
intended this; it just was. She thought she was probably one of those people who project a 
need for personal space. She asked good friends why she sensed in some people or some 
students a formality that she didn’t want. Frankly, she was surprised that those she felt close 
to felt the need to act in that way. One friend replied, “It’s your ‘don’t mess with me’ aura; 
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students don’t want to cross that line in case you don’t like it.” Perhaps this projection was 
intruding on Elle’s attempts to make Molly and Lawrence feel relaxed. Whatever the reason, 
the initial interviews were strained and unsatisfactory for all involved (Brinkmann & Kyale, 
2015; Fontana & Frey, 2000; Gubrium & Holstein, 2003; Hannabuss, 1996). 
In contrast with the two younger actors of Elle’s story, there was no awkwardness 
between Lola and Elle. The conversations flowed easily. With Lola, the ‘dance’ for Elle felt 
natural and the steps were simple. Elle’s discussions with Lola took place at various 
locations, her home, at school, at coffee shops. Often, talk relevant to her research question 
would occur spontaneously when they were working together, and Elle would quickly write 
down the conversation before she forgot. 
Originally, she had planned to do one focus group discussion, agreed upon by all 
involved. She felt at this stage of the research that she really didn’t have enough information 
to draw on, so she would have to arrange the focus group chat. She thought the best place to 
do this would be at Lola’s place, as it was central to where Lawrence and Molly lived and 
both of them liked Lola.  
Having read that a focus group strategy makes discussion less hierarchical and more 
democratic, Elle held out high hopes for rebooting the individual conversations. A focus 
group strategy would also allow all members more ownership over the topics being discussed 
(Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2011; Madriz, 2000). Elle found that, during her individual 
conversations with Molly and Lawrence, they were reluctant to voice their viewpoints. As the 
group was small and the members similar to and cooperative with each other she thought this 
kind of environment could help them to open up (Creswell, 2012). If she could, as the 
‘moderator’ of the group, create a non-judgemental atmosphere, then all the members would 
feel comfortable about expressing their perspective (Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015). Molly and 
Lawrence were comfortable with each other and she hoped to stimulate lively discussion of 
their views in a safe environment. However, Elle also knew that it would be hard for Molly 
and Lawrence to feel totally relaxed. It would be difficult to say exactly what they felt in the 
presence of two people who had been their teachers and, thus, in a position of power and 
authority during the experiences under discussion. In the end, the focus group went well, 
mainly due to Lola working her charm and relaxing the young adults. Each seemed to gain 
confidence from the comments of the other, and in this way, they built well on each other’s 
ideas. 
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Being with the data 
Elle used a tape recorder for all conversations, so that she could later transcribe the content of 
their talk. She did not want to interrupt the flow of conversation with distracting notetaking. 
She wanted to be fully present in the interaction, to involve all her senses in the conversation 
so that she could hear and feel more than just the words. “Every interview … is an 
interpersonal drama with a developing plot” (Pool, 1957, cited in Fontana & Frey, 2000 p 
663). Indeed, Elle thought it was not just about what was said, it was also about the context, 
the emotional ambiences and the relationships between the individuals at the time of 
interview. She immediately recorded the ‘how’ of each conversation afterwards so as not to 
forget the nuances of each. 
The process of transcription posed another issue for Elle. Originally, she thought she 
would pay someone to transcribe the conversations for her. After all, she was not an 
impoverished student, she was working full time, so money was not an issue, whereas time 
was. “No, no, no”, said Eileen, with one of her enigmatic smiles, “You must do it yourself; 
this is very important.” Horrified as she was, after transcribing her interviews, Elle realised 
what a valuable exercise it was for deepening understanding of what was said. She agreed 
with Downs (2010), who argued that the transcripts themselves “stay silent about the means 
of their production … What of revisions and amendments, of choices made about what to 
commit to paper and choices discarded” (p. 107). Transcribing text is an interpretive act, just 
as “a photographer guides the viewer’s eyes by cropping” (Riessman, 1993 p. 13). 
Another issue was the noise level during some of the recorded conversations with 
Lawrence. This made transcription difficult requiring some filling of the gaps from memory. 
She thought about the problems described by Downs (2010) when she too realised that her 
digital recorder had skipped parts of the interview. She too opted to fill in the blanks from her 
memory, but she questioned the ethics of allowing choices she made during transcription to 
remain purely methodological rather than as explicitly described value judgements. Since she 
was now relying on her own interpretation, Elle ensured Lawrence had the opportunity to 
review his transcript and amend any errors she might have made. Even so, since that actual 
moment in time cannot be repeated, there would always be no more than an interpretation of 
the conversation. 
The transcript certainly was a poor copy of the real conversation. Each time she 
listened to the disembodied voices she was transported back to that place, with that person, 
feeling that atmosphere. Interestingly, whenever time allowed, Elle would listen to the audio 
recording rather than read the transcript if she felt she wanted to check something that was 
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said. After listening and re-listening to transcribe the conversations painstakingly (she is a 
very slow typist), she knew them so well she could easily pick the required point on the 
recording. Through doing this she could relive the feelings of pace and timing, hear the tone 
of voice and remember the bodily expressions. As Kvale (2007) says, transcripts are only 
“impoverished, decontextualized renderings of interview conversations” (p. 3). 
 
Reflecting on the data 
Figuring out how to go about analysing all those transcripts proved challenging. Aside from 
the fact that Elle had no training in linguistics, she was not interested in how they said what 
they said — the use of grammar, active and passive voice, word choices, and so on, i.e., 
Linguistic Analysis. Nor was she interested in Conversation Analysis, the “minute details of 
talk-in-interaction” (Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015, p. 251). Although Discourse Analysis held 
her interest for a short time in so far as it focused on a Foucauldian notion of how “truth 
effects are created within discourses that are neither true nor false” (Brinkmann & Kyale, 
2015, p. 226), this missed the mark for what she sought from the actors’ conversations, 
focusing as it did only on the discursive production of each conversation, each social 
interaction. However, as this type of analysis can take an historical perspective, Elle used this 
strategy to examine how the interrelatedness of knowledge and power have changed, if at all, 
over the period of time beginning with Lola’s school experiences and ending with Molly’s 
and Lawrence’s experiences (Perakyla & Ruusuvuori, 2011).  
The only methodology that Elle felt would allow discussion of her impact on the 
actors’ stories was narrative (Davies, 2014). At the same time that she was deciding to use 
storying as her methodological approach, she concluded narrative analysis, which focuses on 
the meaning of texts, would suit her purpose. Using this form of analysis, she could bring to 
the forefront the chronological, time-based and social organisation of her developing stories 
(Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015).  
Elle found that analysis of the stories started as soon as she began transcribing. 
Another reason, she thought, for doing the transcribing myself. As she listened over and over 
again to the voices whilst she slowly transcribed, she gained insights into how she was going 
to shape her narratives (Riessman, 1993). She battled with the process of how to top and tail 
her stories; she knew this was an interpretive process, one which was shaped by her research 
question. The focus of the narrative itself was also a decision based on Elle’s particular focus 
for her research (Riessman, 2000). 
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Elle viewed her conversations with the actors through a Foucauldian framework, 
namely the belief that power is constituted through accepted forms of knowledge (Foucault, 
1980). In Elle’s school, as in all our schools, print literacy is an important, accepted form of 
knowledge. The dominant discourse — those values, norms and beliefs of the school — 
creates our truths, our morality and how we interpret the world around us. Reading her 
transcripts and listening to the audios, Elle searched for suggestions that, in the process of 
becoming successful students, these young people succumbed to the forces trying to shape 
them. In doing so, they actively utilised their learned knowledge of print literacy to become, 
firstly, part of the school system and then the community in which they now live. Elle also 
looked for evidence of counternarratives that enabled these young people to become 
successful in unexpected ways. 
The process of hearing and sharing stories, asking questions, consulting academic 
literature, sharing and hearing more stories and asking more questions, uses the analytical 
tools of Clandinin and Connolly’s (1990) three-pronged approach of “broadening, burrowing 
and re-storying” (p. 11). Elle decided to use this approach to firstly widen her view in such a 
way as to encompass the full context of each actor’s identity, then to burrow into the 
individual stories of the two young adult actors — their perceptions of their school 
experience in terms of their high school success — and that of the third actor, the teacher’s 
aide who taught them, who also struggled with print literacy during her high school years. 
Using this data, she tried to identify critical events. Elle used these events as illustrative 
stories. She then re-storied these, drawing out any emerging commonalities or discords with 
the literature on success in high school.  
What Elle valued most about her role as storyteller was that her analysis of themes 
creatively (re)presented the stories in such a way that her readers were able to analyse the 
situation whilst reading (see, for example, Ellis, 2004; Gilbourne, Jones, & Jordan, 2014; 
Linghede, Larsson, & Redelius, 2016). She shrank from the idea of pulling apart texts to 
analyse the language of the actors. She was not interested in the minute detail of their talk 
(Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015). Instead, what she wanted from them was the literal, the 
figurative, and the emotional import buried in their talk. The best approach, then, was a 
narrative analysis of the initial conversations, drawing out any themes from each episode that 
might be in common or in contrast with any other episodes. The purpose for collating the 
themes at this point was so that she could later construct her re-storied stories. 
Elle believed that the best way to go about this was to follow the outline she had read 
in an article by Coralie McCormack (2004) which drew on the works of Polkinghorne (1995) 
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and Clandinin and Connelly (1994). The first step was to construct her interpretive stories by 
creating the appropriate story plot. From there she would set the scene, which would 
inevitably lead to the unfolding of the story to its resolution. It was important for Elle to get 
her actors to check what she had written during this part of analysis, so that her 
interpretations matched their interpretations. Once the interpretive stories were complete, 
rather than use them to create a personal narrative as McCormack (2004) suggests, she would 
weave them into her own story of her journey through her storied research.  
The world which Elle was researching was intimately connected to her. Much of her 
adult working life was invested in this world of supporting literacy development and working 
with young people: sharing their hopes and dreams, supporting them in their attempts to fulfil 
those dreams, celebrating their achievements and feeling the disappointment they felt when 
life got in the way and dreams had to change. She was emotionally attached to all her 
students and therefore to the actors in her research. (Hyde, 1994). Her own story, her public 
identity as a teacher, and her private identity as a person, had shaped what she knew and how 
she presented to the world. This inquiry is therefore Elle’s story as much as it is the story of 
anyone with whom she talked in the study: “as we write ‘social worlds’ into being we write 
ourselves into being” (Richardson, 1997, p. 137). 
In her article on “writing-stories” Richardson (2001, p. 35) describes how the act of 
writing provides a way of finding out about yourself and your world; it is a method of 
discovery. Elle knew that her own story could never be left out of the stories of her students, 
not least because her commitment to their literacy success influenced the curriculum 
decisions she made, which directly affected the students at her school. There is no escaping 
the fact that Elle’s voice is the only primary artefact in this research; all others are secondary 
and seen through Elle’s perspective. Elle looked at life from the perspective of a middle class, 
middle aged woman who never struggled with her literacy and found school relatively easy. 
She grew up in a large city, in a different generation. She could never expect to interpret 
correctly another’s perspective and her differences made her interpretations even less reliable. 
When she thought about it, the words ‘reliable’ and ‘interpretation’ are oxymoronic. How 
could she be reliable in her interpretations when those interpretations came from her, and all 
that she was in her singularity? All she could do to ensure some kind of accuracy was to get 
her actors to check her writing periodically and help her to clarify any misrepresentations.  
Elle realised that a person’s successes and achievements cannot be divorced from who 
they are, who they have been and who they will be. She could only interpret their story in 
terms of what it meant to her and to her research — a story that would be enormously 
 
 
20 
incomplete, not only because a life story is never complete until it is ended, but also because 
she could not hope to really know the people to whom she talked in such brief, negligible 
moments of their lives.  
 
Different perspectives, different ways of seeing the world  
Elle had a conversation years ago with a friend who was a Guidance Officer (GO). She told 
Elle of an incident decades earlier at her first posting to a small country town where she was 
responsible for the primary school as well as the high school. She had been counselling a 
teenager, during which time she discovered that the girl was subjected to on-going incest by 
her brother. By the time she followed through with family services, and had made all the 
obligatory reports, the family was torn apart. Instead of feeling that she had saved the girl 
from continuing torment and abuse, she had certain regrets about ever uncovering the abuse. 
Elle’s friend believed it was the discovery that caused the harm to the family. The father had 
said to the GO at one point, “I don’t see what all the damn fuss is about. We have always 
lived like this. I grew up like this; my wife grew up like this. There was no harm done until 
you got involved.” The GO admitted to Elle that her initial counselling of the girl had nothing 
to do with incest. The incest had emerged in conversation without any sign of trauma on the 
girl’s part. The GO was torn then and was still torn years later when she confided her story to 
Elle. Had she done the right thing? Ultimately, a family had been destroyed.  
This is a story of two world views colliding, two of Foucault’s ‘regimes of truth’ 
coming face to face. There is a contradiction of interpretations here. Rouse (2005) says our 
experiences are subject to the discourses available to us. Richardson (2001) illuminates this 
through the example of a physically abused wife who thinks her husband’s actions are normal 
if she believes a husband has that right. Certainly, there is no single ‘truth’ to be gleaned from 
Elle’s friend’s story, only social interpretations. The GO saw incest as culturally 
unacceptable. However, this family accepted incest as part of normal family life and appeared 
not to be aware of any negative interpretations of their behaviour — they did not know that 
other discourse. It is hard to believe today in our information-saturated and highly mediatised 
world that people could be so uninformed. But this was over forty years ago in a small 
outback Australian town — no technology, only people, strongly grounded in their own 
cultural norms and values, living some aspect of their lives contrary to what is considered 
‘normal’ behaviour. 
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Elle knew her regime of truth but what of the actors in the story? She needed to find 
out those other discourses, other perspectives, of which she was unaware; discourses that 
could shift and contradict her subjectivity. Elle knew she would not be able to determine a 
universal truth from her interpretations of the thoughts, feelings and ideas of individuals. Our 
truths are grounded in everyday life and moulded by our social interactions. Each actor in her 
research had a unique story and a unique relationship to their school success. Although, she 
recognised that it is impossible to ‘give voice’ to her actors’ collective story, she was 
recording and interpreting the voices (Riessman, 1993), and through these acts bringing to 
light a collective story with which readers might identify or use to help future struggling 
students.  
Elle agreed wholeheartedly with Bochner, who views narrative as “being part of the 
human existential struggle to move life forward” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 746). She hoped 
to find within the actors’ stories the seeds of cultural change. Stories capture our feelings, 
images and thoughts, situated in time and place. And stories offer the potential to tackle the 
ambiguity, complexity and dynamic nature of each individual. Our stories are fundamental to 
expressing meaning, embodying our cultural values and helping us to understand and reveal 
emerging new ideas and, hopefully, a possible sense of cultural change; they are a way to 
move life forward.  
 
Some concerns put to rest  
Being a science graduate and a maths teacher in her early career, Elle, particularly in the 
beginning period of her research, often fretted over certain aspects of her research. Prior to 
this period of her life, her only experience of formal research was quantitative and so she 
couldn’t help wondering, as the concepts of validity and reliability do not fit the qualitative 
paradigm, how would she get her readers to take her seriously? She realised that in telling her 
story she was telling only those bits of herself and the actors that she wanted the reader to 
know (Riessman, 1993); she was writing an interpretation of her own perceptions. As 
Richardson (1997) says, “The story of a life is less than the actual life, because the story told 
is selective, partial, contextually constructed” (p. 6). Elle was beginning to understand that to 
create a story that was trustworthy and therefore useful to other scholars, she needed to 
approach the traditional concepts of validity, reliability and generalisability from a different 
perspective (see, for example, Clandinin, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 1990, 2000; Ellis & 
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Bochner, 2000, 2002; Lather, 1993; Richardson, 2001; Riessman, 2008; Squire, Andrews, & 
Tamboukou, 2008). 
And what about the concept of truth in her research? Elle has already mentioned this 
concept a few times without explanation, but perhaps now is the time to explain its meaning. 
While logic said she should look for an overarching truth when analysing her data, her 
intuitive side knew that this was nothing short of impossible. The search for any truth can 
only ever be on a narrow path poorly lit by a single perspective. Later, she realised that the 
consideration of truth was also completely irrelevant. Riessman (1993, p. 22) makes the 
observation of which we are all implicitly aware; when talking about our lives, we sometimes 
lie, we remember incorrectly, we exaggerate, we become confused and we forget quite a lot. 
We remember only our version. Rather, our stories reveal the “truths of our experiences”. 
Elle reflected on the words of the Wizard of Oz in her favourite musical, Wicked, “The truth 
isn’t a thing of fact, or reason. It’s simply what everyone agrees on. Where I come from, we 
believe all sorts of things that aren’t true. We call it history” (Schwartz, 2003, p. 90).  
We can tell the same story in very different ways, depending on our interests or the 
interests of our readers, our values and the messages we want to send. Riessman’s analyses of 
divorce talk demonstrate how a divorced couple can construct completely different realities 
of their marriage through story (Riessman, 1990). This does not equate to our memories 
telling untrue stories; they are true to the teller, because our stories position us in the context 
of our perspectives within a specific environment at a point in time. Each narration is subject 
to the power/knowledge relations that are at the forefront for the teller at that specific 
contextual moment. What is being talked about, who is listening, what the motivation is for 
telling, the stirring of emotions, the preservation of identity — all these have an impact on the 
teller’s perspective, creating a unique point-in-time truth, not necessarily, and most probably 
not, ‘The Truth’. In reading Foucault, Elle recognised the story quality of history (Foucault, 
1977b). History, according to Foucault, is only something we can examine with the present or 
future in mind; it is not a tool for examining the past (Ball, 1990).  
Like the bending of light through water, memory is not a reflection of the past; it is a 
refraction (Goodson, 2010). Even if it were possible to remember one’s past objectively and 
accurately, Elle knew that she could only ever understand the memories of others through her 
own interpretations. She also believed that the accuracy of the actors’ memories is not what is 
important for her research. It is how these memories, for all their inconsistencies, have 
shaped and left their mark on their present lives. She knew that it is experiences which shape 
us, not facts. After her research, what Elle hoped to achieve was not a revelation of truth, but 
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a shift in understanding, a change in subjectivity in a way that objective reasoning, facts and a 
striving for ‘The Truth’ could not achieve. 
Elle also knew that the social discourses and power relations that flow through these 
stories change over time. This is why she chose young people that had left school and had 
time to reflect on their school experiences. Years previously, she remembered having a 
conversation with Molly about how the literacy programme had helped her to read and write 
in her first couple of years of high school. “If I ever do research on the literacy programme, I 
will ask you to be a part of it!” Elle joked. “Sure. I think the programme really helped me. I 
would be happy to do that for you, Miss,” replied Molly. Years later and here was Molly 
performing a part in Elle’s research. Yet as the research began, Elle discovered how 
unimportant the literacy programme now seemed to Molly’s view of her academic success at 
school.  
Elle was also concerned about her use of storytelling in terms of believability and 
usefulness to academics but especially to fellow teachers. She began to understand that the 
notion of reliability could be conveyed if the story felt honest to the reader — that is, if the 
reader could know the writer, vulnerabilities and all, as well as her actors through her 
storytelling (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Elle knew that she had to be honest with her readers 
about who she was including, her bias towards the reading and comprehension programme, 
and her on-going awkwardness with the two young adults in her story. She thought about a 
conversation with her two PhD supervisors in which she revealed the fact that, in one of her 
drafts, Elle did not explicitly make it clear that the adult actor in the story was actually a 
teacher’s aide and not a teacher. As previously mentioned, Elle had purposefully left that fact 
unclear as she believed that negative assumptions might be made about a person for whom 
Elle felt a good deal of admiration. Elle then realised that she had no right to second guess 
what her readers might think, let alone to withhold all the information a reader might need to 
fully understand the context of the research. Yet, in all honesty, she knew that, since what 
was written would be decided by her, this would inevitably lead to the production of a single 
version from an endless possibility of versions. As a result, the context would be shaped by 
her, regardless of her willingness to ‘tell all.’ 
The idea of generalisability of her work appealed to Elle. After all, she hoped that her 
discoveries could be useful to other teachers working with students who struggled with their 
reading. At first, she was disheartened that, because she didn’t use a scientific method of 
inquiry, it would be impossible to generalise her findings. But then reading Ellis and Bochner 
(2000) she saw sense in the view that, although in story we convey the singularity of 
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individual lives, we all still exist in similar cultures and institutions. So, although there is no 
intent to capture a universal theory, these individual lives can at least be ‘transferred’ to 
similar situations (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Elle wanted her 
audience to be other teachers in other institutions. The contexts would resemble the context in 
the story. As she embarked on her storying, Elle felt reassured by this idea. Much later, 
however, Elle realised that even this is much less important than the knowing that comes 
from an authentic story which can resonate with its readers. If Elle’s story speaks to these 
teachers about their own experiences or those of their colleagues and students then a broader 
view of the issues can be formed (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Stake, 2000).  
And validity? Elle’s initial understanding of validity was that all knowledge claims 
had to be clearly supported by evidence (Polkinghorne, 2007). But narrative researchers 
suggest that validity can also be equated with believability, evoking in the reader the belief 
that the text is lifelike, that it is possible, that it has ‘verisimilitude’. Patti Lather (1993) 
believes validity should be “grounded in theorising our practice” (p. 37), while Gergen and 
Gergen (2000) believe reflexivity asks the reader to “accept itself as authentic, that is, as a 
conscientious effort to “tell the truth about the making of the account” (p. 1027). Surely, Elle 
thought, the reflexive nature of my writing has shown a conscious effort to tell the truth — my 
truth at least — about how I constructed my story. But Lather (1993) muses on the idea that 
what we think is real or true is simply based on a discourse of that truth; it can never be real, 
as language will inevitably modify it to an image of what is real rather than the reality itself.  
Certainly, Elle was not expecting that she would be able to make any knowledge 
claims; only to increase understanding. She believed that “knowledge is tentative and 
variable in nature” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 25), subject to our choice of language, our 
political ideologies, and our interpretations of histories. Thus, there are many ways of 
communicating the same reality, each with its own version. Elle hoped her research would 
help her readers to connect with the story in a way that would have a positive effect on their 
relationships with young people struggling with print literacy (Bruner, 1986; Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000; Saks, 1996) and also allow the reader to reflect on how this new 
understanding can influence their lives and those of their students (McCormack, 2004). 
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Chapter 2: Who is Elle, and what has shaped her as a researcher? 
 
Elle’s ethics, values, and beliefs are stamped all over the coming chapters, so it is important 
for the reader to understand her perspective. Who is she? Why is she a teacher?  
 
The calling 
Elle is an accidental teacher. She started her teaching career as a somewhat naïve, immature 
23-year-old. As a young adult, she had no intention of ever becoming a teacher. Memories of 
her own school days were not exactly fond ones. She was not a well-behaved student, and the 
dislike she felt towards school and her teachers was well and truly reciprocated, or so the 
teenage Elle thought. 
She enrolled in a Science degree, even though she loved the Humanities. She decided 
that, since studying languages was no longer her goal, it was best to put herself in a position 
where she would be less likely to be shown up by her very successful, very driven older sister 
who was just finishing her undergraduate Arts degree and heading off to Oxford University. 
Elle loved animals and she idealistically thought with wide eyes and romantic notions that a 
degree majoring in Zoology and Marine Biology would land her a job either swimming with 
whales or caring for monkeys in the wilds of Borneo or some other place where animals were 
in dire need of her special care and love.  
Four years later, she found herself in the ironic situation of facing the career prospect 
of becoming a laboratory technician in various undesirable positions, such as working for 
drug companies with a job description that included vivisection duties. No, that was never 
going to happen, so she had to re-think her career path. 
It is amazing what you will do when you are desperate to kick-start your adult life. 
Someone said, “Why don’t you do a Dip Ed? It will be another piece of paper, even if you 
don’t ever teach.” So, she thought, “Why not? I have nothing else to do until a real job comes 
up.” But her first teaching practice in a high school had her hooked. She still remembers that 
exhilarated feeling of joy after her first week as a pre-service teacher, wanting to skip out the 
school all the way to her car. She has never wanted to do anything else since. She had found 
her vocation by chance.  
What she fell in love with was seeing that she had the chance to make a difference. 
Up until this point in her life, everything was about her — her needs and her wants. As a 
teacher, she discovered that she could use her knowledge, her life experiences (such as they 
were) to help young people to develop and grow — to become more knowledgeable, of 
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course, but also to become more mature in their ways of seeing the world, to become more 
accepting of others, and to see the value of being fully engaged with the world. In return, she 
could see how working with students could change her; she felt that almost immediately. It 
was like a door had opened in her mind, and she began to see the world in new ways. (Not 
unlike when she began this research, only more intense, because, back then, life was still 
quite new). She knew instinctively that teaching could increase her understanding of the 
cornucopia of difference in others. And then there is the joy of seeing that ‘light bulb 
moment’ in a student’s eyes. Every teacher loves that moment and hopes for it.  
 
Elle’s life as a Learning Support teacher 
The school in which Elle now works is based in a small, hinterland town in south east 
Queensland. The students mostly come from a low socio-economic background and a small 
proportion of families are transient, following the available work. It is a small school with a 
population that fluctuates at around 800 students. The teachers, on the whole, love their jobs 
and this is evident in the strong relationships they have with their colleagues and their 
students. The student population is almost wholly Anglo-Australian heritage, with a small 
Indigenous population (about 3% of the school population) and a smattering of students from 
Islander communities. There are no students from immigrant or refugee communities. 
Learning Support, as a role in high schools, only began in the late eighties/early 
nineties. Elle’s position as Learning Support teacher was the first for her school and so there 
were no structures in place. The Queensland Education Department gave no guidelines as to 
how a Learning Support teacher should operate in the high school setting, so each high 
school’s Learning Support teacher developed independent ways of working, in isolation from 
other schools. At Elle’s school they operate a ‘Learning Support room’ where students 
identified for extra help drop an elective in favour of Learning Support tutorials. 
Occasionally, students who love their electives can, instead, drop a core subject or attend 
after school. Elle and her teacher’s aide, Lola, do not insist that struggling students attend 
Learning Support; it is on offer to those who want it. 
During the tutorials, students are given help with homework, class work and 
assignment tasks. Whilst giving this help, the teachers explicitly teach the literacy and 
numeracy skills required for the task. Teaching these skills in the context of either their 
homework or unfinished class tasks means the students do not have to work out how to 
transfer the new skill back into the classroom, as it was already part of the set curriculum.  
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The school literacy problem 
As the Learning Support teacher, Elle’s position is based on whole school numbers regardless 
of how many students in the school need her help. Each year, the number of first year high 
school students needing learning support grows, and it appears from the research that this is 
happening in most schools (Moreau, 2011). As she began her research journey, 41.5% of the 
current cohort of Year 8s at her school began their first year of high school reading below the 
level needed to decode and understand a typical Year 8 text book, using the PROBE reading 
and comprehension test (Parkin, Parkin, & Pool, 2002).  
Understandably, this is far too many students for one Support teacher to reach and this 
became a constant worry for Elle. It seemed to her that most of these kids had the knowledge 
they needed to be good readers rattling around in their heads, but they weren’t able to make 
sense of it. They had spent seven years in primary school with the same kind of support that 
she had been trained to give, so there had to be another way to reach them. For Elle, sitting 
and listening to a student struggle through a reading exercise, making mistakes and helping 
the young person overcome each one was painstakingly slow, and it was demoralising for the 
student. The pointlessness of Elle’s initial approach crystallised when she sat with a Year 12 
student, Amelia3, who had come to her for help with writing, as she did most days. Elle was 
helping her to spell ‘reg-u-lar-ly’ by sounding out each syllable. They were laughing together 
as Elle pulled faces with each syllable. She then said to Elle, still laughing, “What am I going 
to do when I leave school? Who will help me then? Because I can’t do this stuff on my own.” 
Those words settled on Elle like a grey fog of shame that seeped into her bones, as would a 
deep tiredness. Elle realised at that moment that the help she was giving was not creating any 
kind of independent learning for any of her students, only a crutch to help them succeed at 
school, in the here and now. That night, when she reflected on what Amelia had said, she 
realised that she had already known the truth of those words, long before they were spoken. 
Her students did not have the strategies they needed to be independently print literate, and the 
main reason for that was because Elle didn’t really know what those strategies were. Elle 
knew then, at that moment, that her efforts to create independent readers and writers were not 
working, and she had to do things differently.  
As a beginning teacher, all Elle’s literacy skills were implicit; she didn’t know how to 
make them explicit. She couldn’t remember being taught to read — it was, she had always 
                                                          
3 Pseudonym 
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thought, something a person just did. She might have been a badly-behaved student, but she 
had no trouble academically. She was one of those people who intrinsically knew how to ‘do 
school’, despite her antagonism towards the institution. Perhaps she was taught all that was 
needed in primary school, but she didn’t remember. So, she realised she needed to find out 
how to teach reading to these kids. Without that fundamental literacy skills of decoding, 
encoding and making meaning from what they read, she was convinced that they were never 
going to succeed in a mainstream high school, and nor would they be able to fully participate 
as young adults in the dominant culture of our world. 
Elle also knew she could not expect the teaching staff, even if they had the training, to 
teach decoding and encoding and incorporate the teaching of reading to students who still 
didn’t know many of their letter sounds, into their subject areas. The pressure of an already 
crowded curriculum meant teachers could not even consider the idea. In a class of twenty-
five students over an average period of seventy minutes, a teacher would average a maximum 
of three minutes per student, assuming there was no time taken up by ‘front of class’ 
teaching. No one could justify the amount of time that would be needed to spend with one or 
two children on helping them become proficient decoders. Instead, teachers scaffolded the 
work, they differentiated, they adjusted, and they modified the work. This does help young 
people to experience success in the classroom, but it doesn’t teach them to read and write 
independently. The mainstream teachers were struggling to cope with the high needs in their 
classrooms. Elle also knew that, like her, most teachers did not feel confident with teaching 
basic literacy.  
One thing Elle knew from her experience was that nearly all students still struggling 
to read and write when they begin high school will continue to struggle unless some kind of 
extra support is put in place. She had seen too many students go through high school failing 
because they could not get a handle on print literacy.  
As reading is difficult and frustrating for older struggling readers, it is understandable 
that they do not like to read and so will avoid it as much as possible. Of course, Elle thought, 
this is just common sense. No one wants to do something they find difficult. In addition, many 
have lost all motivation to read (Lenski, 2008; McCray, Vaughn, & La Vonne, 2001). As the 
struggling readers do not read much, they are less familiar with the vocabulary, sentence 
structure and layout of academic texts. By the time a student reaches high school, the 
student’s lack of accurate reading practice will contribute, for many, to deteriorating 
comprehension, spelling, and writing skills (Moats, 2001) as well as an increasing feeling of 
embarrassment and fear that others will find out (Hall, 2010; McCray et al., 2001). Each year 
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there were more students struggling with the printed word and she knew she could not 
manage alone. 
Elle was not surprised to read that students who enter secondary school without the 
skills of decoding and encoding print have a low probability of completing high school 
successfully (Hock et al., 2009; Marchand-Martella, Martella, Bettis, & Blakely, 2004). 
When her students started at school, although they were still at a low level of reading ability, 
they were expected to demonstrate a complex level of literacy that would not be required of a 
child learning to read for the first time (Whithear, 2009). From the beginning of high school, 
students are expected to read adequately. However, the majority of struggling readers in high 
school are not fluent enough to read their class texts, they cannot read for meaning and many 
of them still struggle with phonemic awareness. Moreover, high schools are not organised in 
the same ways as primary schools. The priority of teaching reading and writing (Moats, 2004) 
must play second fiddle to increasing curriculum demands which leave even less time for 
dedicated reading and writing practice, thus increasing the pressure placed on young readers 
(Whithear, 2009). 
Elle knew she had a limited window of opportunity to work successfully with the 
young people who started high school still struggling to read. This is why she pushed hard for 
a dedicated literacy programme to be implemented in the first couple of years of high school. 
This anecdotal notion of Elle’s is supported by research, which shows that it is much more 
difficult to help older struggling students due to many years of missed accurate reading 
practice in primary school (Topping, 2006). This accurate reading practice is indirectly 
proportional to the degree of difficulty the child experiences in learning to read. The greater 
the difficulty, the less accurate reading practice is done, and this issue becomes more 
pronounced over the span of a child’s primary school life. By the time students who struggle 
with reading reach high school, they have far fewer ‘sight words’ (i.e., those words that have 
been read often enough to have been committed to memory) that they can read automatically 
than students who have learned to read earlier and who thus have had many years of accurate 
reading practice.  
 
The literacy programme 
Elle, in her urgency to do something, approached the Head of English. She had heard that the 
Education Department was, for the first time, funding schools specifically for literacy, and 
she wanted to garner some of that money for her students who needed support with print 
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literacy. She knew that she would need to go into the meeting with a plan. At the time she 
had heard of a school out near Ipswich that was having great success with a direct instruction, 
scripted programme. The beauty of this programme was that it could cater for all levels of 
ability, not just students who struggled. It did not need an experienced English teacher to 
teach the content and it covered all abilities, from poor decoders with little or no strategies in 
comprehension to strong decoders who comprehended text at age appropriate or above. This 
was important to Elle, because she did not want only selected students doing the programme 
— she wanted all students across the first two years of high school to treat it as just another 
subject. She worried that only selecting those students who struggled with print literacy 
would set them apart and so contribute to them appearing to be not equal to all the other 
students. Elle agreed with Vlach and Burcie (2010) who stress the importance of allowing all 
students to become “the protagonist of their own narrative” (p. 523). If they do not see 
themselves as equal to all the other students in their class, then how can they be the hero of 
their own story? Instead, others will dominate their story and they will have no control of its 
direction.  
And so began, to Elle’s mind, a successful implementation of dedicated reading, 
writing and comprehension classes that extended students who enjoyed literacy and caught up 
most students who struggled with the print literacy tasks of their year level. 
 
Why print literacy is so important to Elle 
Elle firmly believed that unless poor readers become print literate and confident enough to 
cope in a mainstream school, their lives will be forever constrained by their lack of print 
literacy (e.g., Marchand-Martella et al., 2004). She was a pragmatist, which meant that 
because she knew that print literacy saturated daily life in the school, this was where her 
focus had to be. The emphasis on multiliteracies, prevalent in the wider world, would still 
happen in classrooms and in the Learning Support room, but it was not her focus. Yes, there 
were other literacies that Elle utilised to support her students. She organised oral 
presentations instead of written tasks, employed software to read to students and to type their 
words, and organised a reader for tests. These processes are now widely accepted in her 
school and many teachers employ these strategies as a matter of course. But in the end, the 
school is like a microcosm of our culture. As she began her research journey, Elle believed 
that if we cannot ‘do school’ in terms of print literacy, then we cannot fully engage in life 
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after school in terms of print literacy. And if we cannot engage fully in our community then 
we will be at a distinct disadvantage to those that can, Elle thought.  
Elle was very aware that, like her and Lola, most parents view the literacy of reading 
and writing as paramount for their child. They see print literacy as the gateway to the 
powerful literacies of the mainstream school system and the dominant culture. Reeves (1996) 
is of the same mind when she says that “Australia has created a print-dependent society in 
which an individual is severely disadvantaged if they cannot read well” (p. 172). Four 
decades ago, Cazden (1972) highlighted the importance of students being able to 
communicate well and have a sound grasp of the language of the dominant culture. Nothing 
much has changed there, Elle noted. 
Clearly to Elle, an ability to utilise print literacy was a requirement for full 
engagement in Australian society. It is the dominant type of literacy used by schools and the 
wider, mainstream community, and thus a part of many power transactions in our day to day 
lives.  
Elle believed that, although it is easier in today’s education paradigm to demonstrate 
knowledge in alternative ways to print literacy, the printed word is still a powerful cultural 
form of communication. According to Lerner (1958), the more print literate you are, the more 
knowledgeable you are, and therefore the easier it is for you to access socially privileged 
positions of power. Elle thought this notion was still relevant sixty years later. Why else 
would there still be such a strong emphasis by governments across the Western world on 
getting children reading? Policies and documents like the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) in 
the United States, The National Literacy Strategy (Dept for Education and Employment, 
2001) in Britain and Literate Futures (Luke & Freebody, 2000) in Australia all recognise the 
importance of print literacy. Well then, Elle reasoned, if knowledge allows a person access to 
power, then, in a school where print literacy is the main tool for conveying knowledge, using 
print literacy is also a way of accessing power.  
The parents of many of the students Elle worked with in her capacity as a Learning 
Support teacher had struggled all their lives with print literacy. Many were in low paid, 
insecure jobs with little opportunity for a better, more secure job in the future. Elle 
remembered a conversation with one parent concerned about her daughter’s reading ability. 
She told Elle how much she (the mother) had always wanted to be a nurse. She grew up with 
an older sister who had Cerebral Palsy and, as the only other sibling, had cared for her until 
she died in her late twenties. Nursing was her passion and she felt she was destined to live her 
life caring for the sick. Sadly, this never happened for her. She believed her inability to read 
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well on an entrance exam for the nursing course limited her life choices and she did not want 
her daughter to experience the same outcome. There is something intrinsically wrong with a 
system that relies so heavily on one narrow version of literacy, to the exclusion of all other 
literacies, in order to determine a person’s worth, and Elle deeply felt the inequity of the 
limitation imposed on this woman’s life.  
Freebody and Luke (1990) point out that what constitutes an acceptable level of 
literacy is historically and culturally determined. Schools thus favour only certain forms of 
literacy education as “the touchstone of access to worthwhile curricular knowledge” 
(Freebody, 2007, p. 2). What counts as literacy in Australian education cannot be easily 
shifted. It has been fixed historically and acts as a dividing practice (Schirato, Danaher, & 
Webb, 2012) in determining who is considered literate and who is not. As one Learning 
Support teacher in one school, Elle knew that she was not able to effect change in the types of 
literacies valued by schools. She had no choice but to work within the limitation of her 
position; print literacies were valued, and therefore print literacies were her focus. 
In our culture, where basic literacy skills are required in every facet of society, 
illiteracy or a low level of literacy condemns a person to a limited existence of fewer 
opportunities, less access to jobs and support, less participation in the community and less 
autonomy in the world. Elle read that UNESCO (2006) defines literacy as “a tool of personal 
empowerment,” and that “educational opportunities depend on literacy” (p. 22). Gee (2012) 
supports this when he states that those who are able to control the school-based literacies 
(which Elle interprets as print literacy) are those who are able to “control knowledge, ideas, 
‘culture’ and values” (p. 58). Freire and Macedo (1987) argue that adults who cannot read 
and write tend to be the poorest, the least powerful, and the most oppressed. More recently, in 
his review of literacy education in Australia, Freebody (2007) has confirmed that the same 
applies in Australia. None of this research was telling Elle anything that she didn’t already 
know from her years of practice at the struggling end of the literacy continuum. 
 
Problematising Elle’s belief about school literacies  
Of concern to Elle was the possibility that by simply improving a person’s literacy we might 
not improve their economic and social capital, that there are other factors in play (Luke, 
1998; Snyder, 2008). Perhaps the issue to be considered is, which factors make a real 
difference to a student’s ability to be successful at school and beyond? Yes, she thought, 
obviously there are other factors that I had not previously even wondered about. I have to 
 
 
33 
consider that print literacy is not as all important as I thought. A direct instruction 
programme, such as the one used at Elle’s school, may make a difference to a struggling 
reader’s life trajectory, or, conversely, it may only serve to marginalise them even further by 
limiting them to a narrow scope of functional literacy. That idea really worried her. 
Nevertheless, her belief in a connection between poor literacy and, in particular poor 
print literacy, and poverty was often confirmed in the literature she read (e.g.,Anstey & Bull, 
2004; Barton, 2007; Freebody, 2007; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Hock et al., 2009). She learned 
early in her teaching career how centrally ‘being literate’ is linked to power. She learned that 
not only poverty but other factors, such as gender and cultural background, are linked to 
student achievement in literacy (Whithear, 2009). Elle was not surprised to read Luke (2008), 
who declares there is now enough empirical evidence to point to state education systems 
being responsible for failing to engage students from low socio-economic backgrounds and 
minority groups. She thought how easy it is to just pigeonhole a student as ‘low socio-
economic,’ ‘at-risk,’ or ‘English as a second language,’ and in that moment we accept that 
they are more likely to struggle in the school system than to pass. Elle thought about Molly, 
Lola and Lawrence, all of whom were from middle class backgrounds, and of Anglo-Saxon 
descent. She knew that it was not ideal to have two actors so similar to her own and Lola’s 
background, but this was how it turned out. Luka had been her third choice along with Molly 
and Lawrence. He had initially agreed to take part in her research but then moved to western 
Queensland for work. He was an Indigenous boy who had started his first year of high school 
with limited English-speaking ability as it was not his first language. He had come from a 
remote area in the Northern Territory to be with his mother and her new husband. English 
was his third language and yet he excelled at school. Like Lawrence and Molly, Elle 
remembered that Luka played football and was a popular boy. She would have preferred him 
to have been part of her study as she was concerned that her representation was skewed to 
white middle class representations. She attempted to replace Luka with a young adult from a 
similar demographic, but this did work out.  
So, here we have a woman who believed in the absolute necessity of ensuring 
students who struggled to read and write were given the skills to overcome this issue, now 
with some doubt in her mind. Was her Learning Support work a worthwhile undertaking? 
After plunging into the world of research and deep reflection, she now realised how much 
bigger and more complex the process of becoming successful in school is than one print 
literacy programme.  
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Chapter 3: Why Foucault? Elle and the Simulacrum 
 
So, why is Michel Foucault important to Elle’s theorising about why some people can 
achieve success in certain situations while others cannot? To explain her reasoning, Elle, 
being a lover of stories, thought the best way to go about it was to tell a story, one in which 
she has a conversation with Foucault. 
 
Foucault and a bus trip to Seattle 
At the moment I am reading a science fiction novel by the well-known author Philip K. Dick, 
We Can Build You (1972). It is a story set in a future dystopian America where one quarter of 
the people suffer from mental illness and spend time in government facilities. In the story, the 
protagonists build two simulacra, one of Abraham Lincoln and the other of Edwin M. 
Stanton. A very odd idea to begin with, although the protagonists are supposedly the rational 
ones, at least for the first part of the book.  
Both simulacra have an innate understanding of who they represent, and a thorough 
knowledge of their past lives. Their ability to think deeply, to ponder and be reflective seems 
to surpass any coded knowledge that their creators gave them. They appear more human, 
more caring and more in touch with their reality than any of the human protagonists. Really, 
the book is a meditation on what it means to be human. 
 In one part of the story, the Edwin M Stanton simulacrum gets on a bus and travels 
the west coast of America from Boise to Seattle — a trip that Michel Foucault could well 
have done during his time in America lecturing at various universities. I am going to get on 
that bus, but it won’t be the Stanton simulacrum that I meet, it will be a Foucault simulacrum, 
and we will have a conversation about his theories on power, knowledge and the care of the 
self. As you read about my encounter with Foucault, be aware that text in single quotation 
marks are his words, taken from his many interviews and published works. 
I arrive just as the bus pulls into the station at Boise, Idaho, hissing and squeaking as 
the driver applies the pneumatic brakes. The morning is bright and full of promise. There is a 
chill in the air, but the sun shines golden in the sky. It is one of those days I call a ‘toasty car 
day’ – cold outside but deliciously warm when you are sitting in a car with the sun shining in. 
A bus trip will be very nice on a day like today, I think to myself. The bus has the destination 
‘Seattle’ blazoned across the top of the windscreen in bright yellow lights. This is my bus, I 
think, but I cannot see the Foucault simulacrum. As the driver alights to open the luggage 
hold, the crowd of passengers jostle to get their suitcases in so that they can get the best seat 
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on the bus. As I have only written myself into this book for a short while I have no luggage, 
so I wait near the door. Then I see him. He is tall and lanky and stands head and shoulders 
above the crowd. I position myself close behind him as he lines up to get on the bus as I must 
get the seat next to him if I am going to be able to speak with him. 
“You are Monsieur Foucault are you not?” I venture tentatively as I sit in the empty 
seat next to the gaunt, spectacled man somewhere, I judge, in his fifties, with a shaved head 
and flawless skin. Wow, I think, he looks so real! But, really, his skin is just too perfect. “I 
have seen your photos so many times on book sleeves and I can’t help but notice you are 
wearing your trademark turtleneck sweater, which makes you even more identifiable.” As I 
sit, I misjudge the distance to the seat, it is much lower than I had estimated, and I flop into it 
awkwardly. So embarrassing! At least the seats are velour and not that sticky vinyl covered 
in other people’s sweat, I console myself. The bus feels new; it has that same smell as a new 
car. The padding in the seat is firm and comfortable, not yet having had a multitude of 
bottoms squashing the resilience out of it. The windows are spotlessly clean, free of dead 
insects and road grime, the curtains are neatly captured at each window, and as the driver 
walks down the centre aisle to do a headcount he looks proudly around his domain. A sign at 
the front of the bus says, “Strictly no food or drink on the bus.”  
“Oui, Madame, I am he, or at least I am a simulacrum of the man,” Foucault agrees, 
with a smile, flashing his white teeth, and a beautiful French accent, and then adds 
laughingly, “I do have a penchant for the turtleneck sweater and it is quite cool out there, so I 
do not regret that I am wearing one now.”  
The bus fills slowly, and I watch each person as they look around for empty space. 
Two empty seats, after all, are better than one! I wonder, not for the first time, at the human 
condition. What unique creatures we are; we come in all shapes and sizes and each one of us 
is at the centre of our universe. We go about our business, full of thoughts and imaginings in 
our private world with scant regard to the other people on the bus. Few of us seek out the 
company of strangers. Monsieur Foucault must have been surprised when I took the seat next 
to him on a near empty bus. 
“Yes, there is a chill in the air,” I said, “and it will get colder still by the time we 
reach Seattle. We will be very close to the Canadian border when we arrive, you know. Can I 
ask, Monsieur Foucault, why are you on this bus?” 
“Ah, I am giving a lecture at the university there. It appears they still like my work 
and would like to hear more of it. I spend a great deal of time these days travelling between 
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American universities having conversations with other academics in front of crowds or just 
ruminating on my ideas in lecture halls.” 
I was aware that Foucault had based himself in San Francisco as a visiting professor 
at the University of California. “I am surprised you are not flying.” I venture, feeling that 
there is a comfortable connection developing between us. 
“Yes, I usually do, but this time I wanted to see a bit of the west coast; it is very 
beautiful. I spend most of my time in San Francisco when I come to the United States. I was 
born in a French provincial city called Poitiers and it is, in some ways, the antithesis of this 
country in that it is so very old and full of history and so very crowded. Here, in this country, 
which is relatively new by European standards, there are miles and miles of wide-open 
spaces. He is looking out the window at the passing tableau as he answers. He then turns to 
me and says with eyebrows raised, “And why, may I ask are you on this bus?” Monsieur 
Foucault looks at me through his round metal framed glasses. His eyes are an intense and 
clear blue (for some reason I’d expected them to be grey), and there is intelligence there, and 
perhaps a hint of amusement at this brash woman making herself known to him.  
 “Forgive me for not introducing myself when I sat down.” Bloody seat was too low, 
and I got flustered and forgot. “My name is Elle. I am a high school teacher from Australia, 
and I am also a student of your work. I am on this bus because you are on it.” That sounds 
creepy, I think. “But don’t worry, I am not a stalker!” I add. “I would very much like to talk 
to you about your theories and in what ways they relate to my ideas about how it is possible 
for some students to succeed in a particular school setting while others, given the same 
opportunities, do not. I want to find an answer to this inequitable situation, and I think that 
your ideas might help me.” For a moment I wonder if I am coming across as unbalanced, like 
the characters created by Dick in this book. After all, Monsieur Foucault does not know me, 
he does not know what drives me or how deeply I feel about the unfairness of a system that 
helps some but not all. His reply is immediately reassuring.  
“I am very pleased to pass the time with you in this way, Elle. ‘I would like to say that 
it is often rather difficult giving a series of lectures … without the possibility of comebacks or 
discussion, and not knowing whether what one is saying finds an echo in those who are 
working on a thesis or a master’s degree, whether it provides them with possibilities for 
reflection and work. All the same, what I would like, not so much for you, but selfishly for 
myself, is to be able to meet … outside of the lectures, with those of you who could possibly 
discuss the subjects I will be talking about this year, or that I have talked about elsewhere and 
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previously’4 (Foucault, 2010, p. 1). You are a teacher and I value the opportunity to discuss 
your observation of your practice. Yes, you ask a complex question and it is not easily 
answered. Tell me a bit more about your ideas.”  
I feel reassured as he looks genuinely interested and not rushing for the door to get 
away. I am sure he has had his fair share of fans, some of whom would be bound to be a bit 
odd, especially whilst we travel in this book.  
“Well, I am a Learning Support teacher. I work with students who don’t find school 
easy, and so they need a little extra support to experience success in the school system — 
that’s the theory anyway,” I laugh, feeling insecure about talking to this man whom I have 
admired through his writings, and I notice that I am wringing my hands while they lie on my 
lap, a nervous habit I have always had. “When I first started looking into my ideas I brought 
to my searches an anecdotal observation from my teaching practice that I firmly believed; the 
observation that “knowledge is power” and I have always believed, in particular, that 
knowledge of language is the currency of power. So, the particular knowledge I have in mind 
is the understanding of how to be literate. Our world is full of printed text. Our schools are 
really a microcosm of the community in which all of us want to succeed. So, to be unable to 
use text well puts us at a distinct disadvantage to those who can. Rightly or wrongly, people 
believe that the way you present yourself in writing says a lot about who you are, about what 
you care about, about whether you care to get it right. If the standards are below what they 
expect, they often do not look beyond the grammar to the ideas embodied.”  
“Oh yes, I do know what you mean about people’s assumptions. ‘I wasn't always 
smart, I was actually very stupid in school ... [T]here was a boy who was very attractive who 
was even stupider than I was. And in order to ingratiate myself with this boy who was very 
beautiful, I began to do his homework for him — and that's how I became smart, I had to do 
all this work to just keep ahead of him a little bit, in order to help him. In a sense, all the rest 
of my life I've been trying to do intellectual things that would attract beautiful boys’ (Miller, 
2000, p. 56). You see for me, I was a lonely child growing up, so friendship and intimacy 
were very important.” We both laughed at the ridiculousness of life, how a man as brilliant as 
Michel Foucault could have become that way through sexual desires rather than a so-called 
more honourable aspiration. 
                                                          
4Foucault’s voice in single quotation marks are direct quotes from Foucault and referenced accordingly. When 
not in single quotation marks, Foucault’s voice is either creative fiction or a summary of his words. 
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“Students who struggle to learn can find themselves excluded from much that happens 
in a school. I, myself, have always been very interested in those of us who are marginalised 
by society. I have thought a great deal about those we institutionalise in places like mental 
institutions and prisons, and schools are not much different. I believe I have a duty to ‘oppose 
the normative exclusions of our society’ (Gutting, 2005, p. 101). Perhaps you have read some 
of my writings about these issues?” 
“Yes, I have read some of your writing, Monsieur Foucault,” I nod in enthusiastic 
agreement, relieved to be able to say yes. “I also know that you were politically active in 
prison reform, psychiatric hospital reform, and gay rights”. 
“Oh, you know that do you?” His cool, blue eyes smile at me and he looks at me with 
a different expression, more appraising. “Well, getting back to your idea that knowledge is 
power, I understand what you say, but I would modify your assumption a little. I often hear 
these days that expression — knowledge is power or power is knowledge, but it is merely an 
incorrect interpretation of my ideas on knowledge and power. ‘I [have] to laugh, since 
studying their relation is precisely my problem. If they were identical, I would not have to 
study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result’ (Foucault, 1994, p. 455). No, it 
is the relationship between power and knowledge that interests me. It is my view that power 
does not exist as an entity on its own. It is something embedded in human relations. And, 
when you think about power as merely a product of force relations then there are no 
“innocent” powerless, such as your students, trying to stand against the “selfish” powerful 
(Markula & Pringle, 2006, p. 147), such as the school or the government. Power is often 
productive and should not be thought of as only a repressive force.”  
Oh typical, trust me to be one of the idiots that misinterpreted Foucault! I think with a 
mental eye roll and the colour rising in my cheeks. I have this terrible habit of blushing 
uncontrollably at the slightest embarrassment. Monsieur Foucault pauses and looks at me 
thoughtfully, he goes on: 
“‘Relations of power are not in themselves forms of repression. But what happens is 
that, in society, in most societies, organisations are created to freeze the relations of power, 
hold those relations in a state of asymmetry, so that a certain number of persons get an 
advantage, socially, economically, politically, institutionally, etc. And this totally freezes the 
situation. That’s what one calls power in the strict sense of the term: it’s a specific type of 
power relation that has been institutionalized, frozen, immobilized, to the profit of some and 
to the detriment of others’ (Foucault, 1988c, p. 1)”.  
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I try to relate this to my students, “Like the institution of the school, where some 
students are able to succeed, and others are not, some are advantaged, and others are not? 
School can be a terrible experience for some students, for those who have no access to the 
specific power relations sanctioned by the school. It is so hard for students to negotiate their 
school day with a sense of powerlessness.” 
“Yes, indeed, Elle. ‘Every education system is a political means of maintaining or 
modifying the appropriateness of discourses with the knowledge and power they bring with 
them’ (Foucault, 1971, p. 46). Your students, if they want to do well at school, need to be 
able to understand the sign systems in which these discourses operate. Everywhere, regimes 
of truth are sustained through discourses that support the status quo and not just by those in 
power; we all play a role (Foucault, 1997a).” 
“So,” I think aloud, trying to relate his ideas to my situation. “Students in a school are 
subject to the same exercise of power, where rules govern how they act, how to think, what 
behaviours are condoned or not condoned. Because of this, the students who relate well to 
these rules will do better than those who cannot understand the signs and symbols of the 
discourse. But isn’t there power in the knowledge of how to ‘do school’?”  
“Certainly, I would agree that, on the surface, there appears to be power in some 
knowledges, particularly those of a dominant discourse, and I can understand how you might 
equate the two concepts. But I would argue that this is illusion. Remember what I said earlier: 
the relations in your school are in a state of asymmetry. For your students, it is their relation 
to the dominant discourse that objectivates them as not clever enough, or they are the naughty 
child, the hyperactive child or, yes, the excellent student. I describe the student as the object 
here, not the subject because the subject is more capable of refusal. The power flows from 
this discourse of the education system, which as you say is a microcosm of our society, in an 
uneven way. This discourse is driving ideas such as if you cannot spell then you must be 
stupid, or you are lazy or if you read and write well then you will progress, and other such 
assumptions. Other alternative or disruptive discourses are silenced by this discursive practice 
of what is expected of a good student.  
“Indeed, I understand the power of this particular discourse that concerns you. I know 
how important print literacy is to any of us who want to use language to generate discussion, 
put forth ideas and theories, even for purposes of disrupting the hegemonic discourse. In the 
late 1960s, I took a philosophy chair at the University of Tunis, which is in Tunisia, of 
course. During that time there was great unrest, not only in Paris but in Tunisia as well. 
Actually, the people’s lives and freedoms were at a far greater risk in Tunisia than they ever 
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were at the Parisian barricades of 1968. I remember more than once helping students hide 
their printing presses from the authorities. These presses, as you can imagine Elle, were very 
important tools for disseminating to the masses the reasons why we chose to protest about 
capitalism, consumerism and other such dominating institutions and thus generate and 
maintain support for the cause” (O’Farrell, 2011).  
“Yes,” I agree. “The printed word is important in our society, so to use language in 
that way is an important tool for my students. This is what I feel strongly about, I want to 
ensure my students have equal access to the tool of the printed word.” While I was agreeing, 
my mind kept going back to his words about how students are trapped in the ‘object’ 
discourse with no enabling power to work on themselves or to change their school identity. Is 
this why some fail and others succeed? Is it possible that only some of us can resist becoming 
merely an object of official discourse in order to reinvent ourselves as other? 
“I understand your desire to ensure your students have access to the power relations of 
the school by improving their print literacy, but I am not sure you are seeing the full scope of 
what is taking place at your school, of which you, as a teacher, are a part. ‘There is no power 
relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that 
does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 24). 
So, at your school, you work with students who have “learning difficulties” do you not? Have 
you thought about that term “learning difficulties”? How is this discourse produced? Who 
decides, or what processes are in place to label this child or that child as a bad student, an 
underachiever, or learning disabled? When a teacher talks about her practice, she is not using 
just words, she is participating in historically constructed ways of reasoning, of talking, that 
are the effects of power. ‘A relation of surveillance, defined and regulated, is inscribed at the 
heart of the practice of teaching, not as an additional or adjacent part, but as a mechanism that 
is inherent to it and which increases its efficiency’ (Foucault, 1991a, p. 176). 
“And doesn’t your work in this school involve the goal of helping your students to 
become good students, no longer needing you because they now can achieve at school? You, 
or more precisely the school, want them to become other than they are. I am not saying that is 
necessarily a bad thing, it just is. This is what I refer to as governmentality, not governing in 
just the political sense, but government in the sense of the way in which the organisation of 
people or of groups might be guided (Foucault, 1991b). ‘Education may well be, as of right, 
the instrument whereby every individual, in a society like our own, can gain access to any 
kind of discourse. But we well know that in its distribution, in what it permits and in what it 
prevents, it follows the well-trodden battle-lines of social conflict.’ As I said before, ‘[e]very 
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educational system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of 
discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 227). In a 
debate with Noam Chomsky back in 1971, I argued that ‘all teaching systems, which appear 
simply to disseminate knowledge, are made to maintain a certain social class in power; and to 
exclude the instruments of power of another social class’ (Chomsky & Foucault, 1971). You 
could extend this definition to other classifications such race, gender, intelligence, and so 
forth.” 
“So, what you are saying,” I confirmed, “is that all students are given access to the 
discourses deemed appropriate by the school, and no other discourses are permitted. The 
typical students with whom I work would have access to even fewer discourses, not only 
because they lack the skills required to access them but, for some, they are actively kept from 
accessing them.” I am quite taken aback by this idea.  
“I do not wish to say your school system is a place where nothing good can happen 
for students who struggle. ‘I see nothing wrong in the practice of a person who, knowing 
more than others in a specific game of truth, tells those others what to do, teaches them and 
transmits knowledge and techniques to others. The problem in such practices where power — 
which is not in itself a bad thing — must inevitably come into play is knowing how to avoid 
the kind of domination effects where a kid is subjected to the arbitrary and unnecessary 
authority of a teacher, or a student is put under the thumb of a professor who abuses his 
authority’ (Foucault, 1997b, pp. 298-299).  
“‘People [and institutions such as your school] know what they do; frequently they 
know why they do what they do; but what they don't know is what they do does’ (Foucault 
cited in Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983, p. 187 as a personal communication). So, you as the 
teacher, of course, want your students to be good readers and writers. You do this for the best 
of reasons, to give your students every opportunity to engage in the discourses available to 
them in the school. But aren’t you simply confirming to your students that unless they read 
and write well, they are not clever enough, they do not conform to the school’s expectation of 
them, to your expectation of them? Are you not colluding (albeit unwittingly) with the 
discursive practice that continues to exclude your students from access to the power of your 
school?  
“So, what do we do with these students who do not conform? ‘If you are not like 
everybody else, then you are abnormal, if you are abnormal, then you are sick. These three 
categories, not being like everybody else, not being normal and being sick are in fact very 
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different but have been reduced to the same thing’ (Foucault, 2004). Could I ask, how many 
students at your school are diagnosed with a disability or learning difficulty?”  
I know the answer to this question immediately as my life is spent trying to juggle 
support for as many students as I can reach. “In a school population of nearly 800 students we 
have 91 students who have a diagnosis of some kind. On top of this number we have about 
fifty students who have an undiagnosed learning difficulty who also require support with 
their schoolwork and often with their socialisation.”  
 Monsieur Foucault looks up to the ceiling of the bus as he ponders this information. 
Then he turns abruptly sitting forward in his seat and says, “This translates to about 12 
percent of your students taken in and diagnosed by the medical profession as sick, perhaps 
needing to be treated with amphetamines or antidepressants, or to see a psychologist or some 
other mental health professional, and so forth. These young people are deemed to be not 
normal, therefore they are deemed abnormal. Is this a judgement we have a right to put onto 
someone who is different?”  
At this point in our conversation, Monsieur Foucault has become extremely energetic 
and expressive with his hand movements. He gesticulates with the tips of the thumb and 
forefinger of each hand pressed together and waves his arms around as he endeavours to 
make himself clear. Even though I am overwhelmed with his words I fleetingly pause to 
think: such an intense man. And here I am next to him wringing my hands on my lap — what 
a pair we must look! 
I am really rocked by the links Monsieur Foucault is making. Up until this very 
moment I have spent my teaching career accepting that the students with whom I work, those 
with learning difficulties, need to be helped, counselled, treated (even medicated), managed 
and supported to become better than they are. I did this blindly without questioning why this 
is so, and without thinking that there could be another way of looking at why these young 
people find learning difficult, not as disability or abnormal but as different. I never really 
questioned that there was a power relation that decided this is the way students must learn 
and present themselves to the world and we will not accept deviations from the norm. Instead 
of using my privileged speaking position as a teacher to challenge our discursive practices, I 
remained silent (Pease, 2012). 
 “Yes, I see,” At least, I think that I see. “So, you are saying that the kinds of students 
I work with do not fit a ‘norm’ which is decided by the school’s dominant discourse, the 
education department, the government, society or whatever. And through this discourse we, 
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that is, the institution of the school, pathologise them. But what if the hegemonic norm is 
challenged and a new norm evolves?” 
“Precisely, what then? This is fascinating to me. Have you read my ideas on the 
archaeology of knowledge? I first published my ideas on this topic the year after I left 
Tunisia, you know.” 
“Um, bits of it, I think.” I mutter inarticulately. I am worried that he will take me to 
places where my brain will not cope. My head is already spinning, I am no philosopher, and I 
have found his writing to be hard going — totally fascinating, yes, but the kind of writing of 
which I must reread the pages several times before I can get an understanding. Somewhere, 
up the back of the bus, a baby is crying, and I am drawn out of my fretful contemplations to 
think about the people on the bus. The man across the aisle from me is snoring. On his lap a 
book has fallen closed; its title reads “A Scanner Darkly,” I can’t quite make out the name of 
the author. The man’s head bobs with the uneven movements of the bus but it is well 
supported by the multiple chins he sports, which in turn are supported by his bulging belly 
that is currently making its way out of his shirt, having popped a button. I turn back to 
Monsieur Foucault and note that he has not an ounce of fat on him, so lean and hungry 
looking. I momentarily recall having read somewhere that his nickname as a young man was 
Fuchs, the German word for fox (Macey, 1993, p. 30). He goes on, ignoring or perhaps not 
picking up on my uncertainty. 
“You see I believe all knowledges to be historically grounded and so, over time, the 
power these knowledges can utilise waxes and wanes. This could mean that your students are 
subject to very different knowledge expectations than students of the last century, say, thirty 
or forty years ago. This follows then that power relations are not static but are subject to 
change as our knowledges change and, if this is the case, is it possible that people are able to 
change the workings of power? (Foucault, 1978). In this way, I believe, new norms can 
evolve.” 
This information really gets me thinking about a teacher’s aide with whom I work. 
She was in high school in the 1970s and had a terrible experience because she had a condition 
known as dyslexia, but the condition was not recognised then. Instead she was called lazy and 
stupid. She told me once that she always knew she wasn’t stupid but was frustrated at every 
turn because she couldn’t read or write at school, so she had no legitimate way to show 
people she was smart. She was an example of a person being made ‘object’ by the system, 
labelled as someone who struggled to learn, with little opportunity to change the identity she 
had been given. Yet, as an adult I find her to be one of the most intelligent people at my 
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workplace. It would be interesting to look at her experience and compare it with the 
experience of students in the 21st century.  
I turn to Monsieur Foucault, “I was thinking that your ideas about the care of the self 
suggest the possibility of transforming oneself. Perhaps these ideas could help explain my 
bewilderment as to why some students succeed in school whilst others do not despite getting 
the same opportunities at school.”  
“Yes, indeed Elle,” replies Foucault. He is smiling now and the lines that crease 
around those cool, blue eyes soften his expression. I feel reassured that he seems to be 
enjoying our conversation and not thinking that I am a fool. “You could well be right in that 
not all students would have the right situation, or be in the right moment in time, to alter their 
circumstance. What I call the ‘technologies of the self’ do not necessarily allow a person to 
free themselves from the dominant discourses. I believe, though, that these technologies can 
act as practices of freedom, but this will only occur under certain conditions. If your students 
who are experiencing difficulties with learning problematise the limitations of their current 
identity, they must think critically about what it means to be a successful school student. 
Only then can they engage in practices of freedom. Your students are ‘constituted through 
practices of subjection or in a more autonomous way through practices of liberation’ 
(Foucault, 1988a, p. 51) by the rules of their society and their culture. Creating a new 
identity, that of successful student, must be produced within a dynamic set of practices. These 
practices must necessarily be formed in the relationship that exists between power, 
knowledge and the individual.”  
At this point my head is spinning with new directions and new possibilities and I need 
time to digest his words and consider how they apply to my own ideas. It is very exciting 
really because it all makes so much sense. For the first time I feel that I will be able to 
untangle my muddled thinking and find some clarity around why some students who struggle 
with school succeed and others do not.  
We both fall silent for a time, both lost in our thoughts. I wonder if he is thinking 
about our discussion. The bus chases down mile after mile through a varying landscape of 
greenery and coastline. Monsieur Foucault is right; it is very beautiful. Inside the bus, out of 
the chill air, it is warm and comfortable. Outside, the landscape is fresh and clear, and a slight 
breeze ripples through the tops of the tallest trees. The sun shines gently through the tinted 
window and settles contentedly on my lap reminding me of my beloved cat who always loved 
to curl up on my lap when I was reading, radiating her feline warmth into my body. For a 
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moment I feel like dozing, but I know that this is not the time. I must continue my 
interrogation of my captive audience. 
I am a little unsure as to what he means about the relationship between power, 
knowledge and the individual and how this relationship might relate to my own concerns for 
my students, so I venture “Monsieur Foucault, could you explain to me in what ways you 
think knowledge and power affect the individual, such as a student who cannot read or write 
well trying to become a more successful student?” 
He says nothing for a few moments, his head is bent and his right-hand cups his 
mouth, with his index finger resting above his upper lip and his thumb resting under his chin, 
it is contemplative pose bringing to mind Rodin’s statue of The Thinker.  
“There are technologies of subjection being utilised in any institution. What I mean by 
that is that ‘the subject’, in this case your student, ‘is subjected to relations of power as he or 
she becomes individualised, categorised, classified, hierarchised, normalised, surveiled and 
provoked to self-surveillance’ (Foucault, 1977a, 1988b).  
“Have you read my ideas on Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon?” He does not wait for an 
answer. “The panopticon is a building design that maximises the power of surveillance for 
minimal effort. It consists of a central tower surrounded by a circular building. In this outer 
building are discrete cells with their windows facing the tower. Within each cell is an 
individual, a prisoner or a madman, even one of your students. In the central tower is a 
supervisor who can observe all the individuals in the outer building, but the individuals 
cannot see the supervisor. The beauty of this design is that no individual can know if he or 
she is being watched. This pervasive observation by the authority induces the subjects to 
survey their own behaviours, creating docile bodies who become their own supervisors.” 
“How does this apply to my students?” I venture. 
“Earlier I spoke to you about the relation of surveillance that is inherent in the act of 
teaching. Of course, Bentham had in mind a prison as the use for his panopticon but any 
hierarchical institution, including the school, would suit. Such institutions have developed 
through history to resemble his panopticon. You know, the examination was not a practice 
dating back to the beginning of mass education. It was introduced in the early nineteenth 
century and it allowed for the development of mass data gathering, ‘the calculable person’ 
(Foucault, 1991a; Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998). Today, the expectation of being watched, 
being examined, is an accepted knowledge when you are a school student. If you think about 
it, the observer in the tower does not need to be a person in a position of authority; it could be 
a member of the public, a friend, a complete stranger, a fellow student. The point is that we 
 
 
46 
do not know who is watching or when we are being watched. So, what do we do? We try to 
be on our best behaviour, of course, we supervise ourselves willingly, we study hard, we 
become docile. And so, we have been made subject by being complicit with the current 
discursive practices of our historical period. 
“Then there is the surveillance of the self. There are some powerful discourses in the 
media that speak to young people everywhere. Some of your female students might have a 
desire to be slim and pretty like the women they see in the magazines or on television, so they 
will work on their bodies through diet or beautifying themselves, or maybe they will wear 
their hair in a special way that imitates their favourite movie star, in an attempt to get the 
desired appearance. And some of your male students who are slim and fine-boned might 
endeavour to grow bigger and stronger through exercise, so as to have machismo. When we 
are young, we fall easily for such power relations.” Foucault smiles, brandishing his perfect 
set of white teeth. “For your students with learning difficulties, I would imagine that they 
would desire to be better at school, to find the work easier. At a young age, we all want to be 
normal, so we could even suppose that they might actively try to normalise their behaviour. 
They would work on their skills, their knowledges, so as to compete well with their peers. 
Perhaps they develop specific tactics and strategies that will help them to compensate for the 
skills they lack. It is possible that some of your students might find this task too daunting, and 
so seek to subvert this discourse through undesirable behaviours, thus normalising themselves 
in a subversive way — they become one of the naughty children. 
And it is not just the self and the institution that surveils the students; friends and 
peers also will do this. These practices of discipline and surveillance are no longer only the 
proprietary right of specific buildings or institutions. Indeed they ‘function in a diffused, 
multiple, polyvalent way through the whole social body’ (Foucault, 1991a, pp. 208-109). So, 
you see, we live in a panopticon where we are always visible, and this assures the automatic 
functioning of power.” 
“Yes, well, I think that I do understand the power relations that impact the individual. 
It is a little disconcerting to think of the panopticon, but I can see how the school fits the 
concept. And what about knowledge and the individual?” 
“Of course, knowledge and discourse are inextricably linked as knowledge is 
discursive and discursive practices form knowledge. We have talked about how I believe all 
knowledge to be culturally and historically grounded, and so discursive practices of today 
might not be dominant in the future, nor might they have been dominant in the past. So, we 
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cannot really talk about knowledge without considering power, but I believe that ‘it is in 
discourse that power and knowledge are joined together’ (Foucault, 1988b, p. 100).  
“Take, for instance, a student at your school who is having trouble with her reading. 
Our knowledge about what causes or contributes to reading problems is more extensive now 
than it was last century, so she might present at your school with a medical diagnosis. The 
discursive practices of the school will initially try to determine the best way to help her (if 
indeed she wants to be helped). This process of categorising, individualising, and classifying 
in an attempt to normalise her, so that she can read and ‘do school’ will have a powerful 
effect on her. She will be made subject and object at the same time. By that, I mean the 
student has become an object of the current knowledge: she is learning disabled or dyslexic 
or hyperactive and so forth. There is not much she can do about these labels as she has been 
made object by the school or the medical institution. But objectivation and subjectivation are 
interconnected and this interconnection produces what I call games of truth, by which I mean 
that truth is ‘a system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, 
circulation and functioning of statements’” (Foucault, 1977d, p. 13).  
“So, you are saying that truth is subject to change depending on the discursive 
practices of the current cultural environment? And, in the example of my student, the 
changing discursive practices of the school?  
“Precisely. At the same time, however, she is subjectivated. This is where she 
becomes tied to a particular identity. She has become subject to the discursive practices of the 
school, so she is subjected to control but, as I said before, power is relational, where 
individuals interact with each other, so, although she is controlled by others, she has the 
freedom to use power to affect others. She also has the freedom to work on herself. I said 
earlier that the subject is constituted through practices of liberation, subject to the rules of the 
cultural and historical moment. If you remember, Elle, I call these practices technologies of 
the self and I believe they ‘permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of 
others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct and 
ways of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, 
purity, wisdom, perfection’ (Foucault, 1988d, p. 18) or as in your student’s case, success. 
But, remember, this would only be possible for the student in the right circumstances of time 
and place because, as subject, she is also theoretically framed as object of certain historical 
and cultural knowledges. 
I spend a good time mulling over in my head all that Monsieur Foucault has said. Yes, 
I think that I am getting a better understanding as to why some students can achieve and 
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others cannot. But it is almost too much for my brain to process and I think I am getting a 
migraine. I turn to him to ask if he wouldn’t mind explaining it all to me again, and to my 
amazement, he appears to be asleep.  
By this time the sun has moved onto Monsieur Foucault’s right shoulder and chest 
and he must be feeling toasty warm. Dust motes float in the air around him, illuminated in the 
sun’s rays and the soporific hum of the engine lulls the bus and its passengers into the 
calming rhythm of long-distance travel. Little ‘bird snores’ emanate from him sporadically. 
Again, so different from the unashamedly lusty snores across the aisle from me. Who would 
have thought a simulacrum would need to sleep? Well, in the book, they did eat and drink 
now that I think about it, but sleep … and snore? Then again, the simulacra in the book did 
seem more human than the humans. Or perhaps he is so bored with my conversation that he 
is pretending to be asleep. He does have a brilliant mind; I know my mind is not up to the 
task of debating his ideas… Now I am really starting to sound paranoid, just like the humans 
in the book. 
Whilst I ponder all that has been said, I realise the pitch of the engine is changing, the 
bus is slowing. I look up to see what seems to be a bus station not unlike the one we left 
many hours before. We have reached our destination. All of a sudden people are bustling 
about, standing, retrieving bags from overhead shelves and looking resignedly impatient as 
the bus manoeuvres into its parking bay. I have to wonder what all the rush is about: planes, 
trains and automobiles, I muse. I look across to the man who had been snoring his head off a 
few moments ago; he has transformed into an alert, kindly faced man with no sign of missing 
button or bulging stomach. Even his extra chins seem to have been tucked away. His suit 
jacket is buttoned, and I am amazed to realise I would describe him as ‘neat as a pin.’ The 
faces we present to the world and the ones that escape us when we let our guard down, I 
marvel. 
I turn to Monsieur Foucault. He is awake now and seems to be thoughtfully studying 
the passengers around him “Thank you so much, Monsieur, for taking the time to talk to me 
and to help me to understand better the experiences of my students and, for that matter, my 
own experiences as a teacher, and as a human. You have opened my eyes to many new ideas, 
and I will need to think deeply about them.” 
“Je vous en prie, you are most welcome, Elle. I have enjoyed our conversation also. 
‘There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think differently than one 
thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if one is to go on 
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looking and reflecting at all’ (Foucault, 1984a, p. 8). I am very pleased to have helped you a 
little way along that path.” 
As the bus pulls away and I watch Monsieur Foucault striding away with a brown 
leather satchel slung across his body and duffel bag in his hand, I think that this man’s ideas 
have set me on the right path and they could possibly help me find what factors contribute to 
how some students who struggle with print succeed, yet others, given the same opportunities, 
do not. 
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Chapter 4: On friendship and sharing the practice of becoming 
From the very beginning of her discussions with the actors of her storied research, Elle 
recognised that friendship played a large part in their school success. Unlike Molly and 
Lawrence, who enjoyed many positive friendship experiences, for Lola, friendship did not 
appear to be a positive factor, as her fractured school experience prevented the formation of 
lasting relationships. Elle searched for the ways the friendships of the young people in her 
storied research might have affected how they succeeded in an academic setting and how 
failure to make lasting friendships could have disadvantaged Lola in her attempts to be 
academically successful. 
The meaning of ‘friend’ is not as easy to pin down as pre-research Elle had first 
assumed. She marvelled, not for the first time, how we think we understand words until we 
need to define them. When we look more deeply there is a whole other world of meanings. 
She was discovering that the meaning of every concept in our language is continuously 
debated over time; it morphs and evolves along with our ever-changing social world. 
However, classical ideas on the true nature of friendship described by philosophers such as 
Aristotle and Cicero continue to be pondered and debated today, so Elle thought that she 
would start with these two thinkers —men, of course as she could source no women who 
philosophised on friendship back in those days. 
Aristotle believed that there were three types of friends: useful friends, virtuous 
friends and friends that give us pleasure (Kraut, 2017; Pahl, 2002), whereas Cicero believed 
that ‘true friendship’ is rare and can only exist between good people (Goh, 2011). Elle 
reflected on this statement. Knowing that Cicero lived and thought one hundred years before 
the birth of Christ, and Aristotle even earlier, she expected that the focus of their theorising 
would be centred on male friendships – mateship in Australian parlances. Elle wondered how 
‘good people’ behaved two thousand years ago, living in an historical moment in time, 
utilising a power structure that emerged from the paradigm in which they worked and lived. 
What discursive practices governed the social interactions of friendship? Both philosophers 
had a strong focus on the individual’s perspective, creating, at times, a narcissistic aspect to 
their concept of friendship. They placed importance on the similarity of one’s friend in terms 
of likes, dislikes, personality traits and habits. Furthermore, the philosophers of that period 
did not consider friendship to be just a private phenomenon between individuals, but a 
political phenomenon as well that occurs between citizens (Ward, 2008). She thought that 
friendship must have been something quite different for women in that era and wondered 
what the female perspective might have been at that time.  
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As she trawled through paper after paper, book after book, Elle found many varied 
ideas around the notion of friendship. Later philosophers such as Deleuze (2004), Derrida 
(1997), Foucault (1997c), Helm (2017) and Jeske (2008) to name only a few, are at variance 
with the classical philosophers in so far as they recognise that a friendship cannot be removed 
from the context in which it is conducted, and that there is no abstract ideal of friendship. 
Friendships are “constructed, developed, modified, sustained and ended by individuals acting 
in contextualised settings” (Adams, Allan, & Allan, 1998, p. 3). Derrida believed in the 
theoretical possibility that there is an ideal of friendship that we might achieve in the future, a 
kind of transcendental spiritual goal (Derrida, 1988), if only the reality of society did not get 
in the way. Deleuze suggested that friendship is the condition for the exercise of thought; not 
that you need a friend to think but that you need friendship as a condition for thinking 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1994; Deleuze et al., 2004). Helm (2010) insisted that we need 
emotional connectedness [friendship] to [with] others so we can be truly autonomous and 
self-determining, whilst Jeske (2008) eschews altogether the idea that friendship is grounded 
in moral deliberations, as held by the ancient philosophers. Instead, how we behave towards 
our friends originates in egocentricity (as opposed to egoism) because our deliberations 
regarding our friends will always be for us but not always about us (Jeske, 2008, p. 67). So, I 
might do something for my friend with no obvious benefit or gain to myself, but I do it 
because I live in a world that is not just about me and my actions; therefore, how I act will 
reflect this position of living in a social world. To Elle, this notion seemed more real, more 
grounded, and more in line with Foucauldian ideas about how we are made subject by the 
discourses of our place and time in culture (Foucault, 1972).   
As a researcher, Elle was exasperated, not only because of all the different ways to 
define the notion of friendship, but because she felt that each philosopher’s definition held 
elements that connected with her way of thinking. There did not seem to be an easy ‘one 
notion fits all’ answer. Obviously, the concept of friendship is far more complex than Elle 
first thought, but she felt she needed to draw out a congruency of meaning that would help 
her understand her observations and research interactions with Molly, Lawrence and Lola. 
She contemplated, again, that idea of Jeske’s and how similar it was to Foucault’s 
Technologies of the Self (1988d) where, whilst focusing on the care of the self, the individual 
begins to care about others. She remembered her discussion with Monsieur Foucault and how 
he described technologies of the self as primarily ethical. 
 It was only then that she realised she was following a red herring. She needed to look 
at the idea of friendship through the Foucauldian lens. This lens would, she believed, 
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elucidate her thinking. From the early stages of her studies, it was with Foucault that she felt 
a pragmatism of meaning that resonated with her research. It was his framework of power, 
knowledge and the self that she believed would help her find the answers she sought. So, the 
question she should now ask, rather than ‘what is friendship?’ should be framed by 
Foucault’s relational theories, and ask “How, if at all, do the friendships of young people 
create an enabling force where certain outcomes are more likely?”  
Elle found that Foucault was not so much interested in defining the nature of 
‘friendship’ as such — what interested him was how the relation of friendship can be 
understood within the more complex system of historical, political, cultural, socio-economic 
relations that affect our way of life (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983). Webb (2003), in his reading 
of Foucault’s work (Foucault, 1988b, 1997c), suggests that friends are those with whom we 
share the practice of becoming who we are. “Practices in the care of the self are not 
conducted alone but they involve our friends in this transformative practice of the care of the 
self” (p. 134). Unlike Derrida’s (1997) investment of great responsibilities in the idea of 
friendship, Foucault (1987) looks at friendship as opening new ways of being in the world. It 
is in this Foucauldian space of sharing practice we can expose our vulnerabilities in ways that 
allow us to grow and become other than we were (Zembylas, 2015).  
This idea places the friendships of Molly and Lawrence immediately in the present in 
terms of historical context, simply because they exist, are acting and being acted upon in a 
specific point in time, in the now. The point in time for Lola’s friendships was the 1970s. It 
follows then that, if this is the case, the classical philosophers’ notion of a ‘true friendship’ 
which acts outside of time and that mostly stands apart from context, is inadequate. And, Elle 
supposed, all these notions of the meaning of friendship are neither here nor there when 
placed in the context of ‘how’ friendships contribute to the lives of others. How does the 
relation of friendship to other aspects of our lives, such as school success, make a difference? 
Perhaps the answer to that question is not something about which we can generalise, as each 
relationship is subject to unique influences, as Webb (2003) suggests:  
 
Friendship is an experience that arises in and through a shared practice in a complex 
and dynamic system of relations between conditions and conditioned … Friendship 
has no form of its own, and so the singularity of friends results from the fact that 
the conditions of each friendship themselves are always particular, always concrete 
and unlike those of any other (p. 138).  
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This is not to say that there are no norms involved in the conducting of a friendship, but these 
norms are likely to be constantly disrupted, either through the specific conditions or the 
conditioned. In the practice of friendship, our behaviours are never predictable, but through 
amicable collaboration we can learn to respond in new and different ways to our specific 
contexts.  
Elle thought about Molly and Lawrence’s friendships with their peers in terms of their 
literacies and their school success. She reflected on the ideas of Moje (2000) who suggests 
that our literacy practices are ideological and therefore affect our identities, and our social 
standing will therefore potentially affect our school success. Molly and Lawrence struggled 
with the literacy practices that the school valued, and yet they managed to construct a 
different discourse, whereby the literacy practices of friendship, both with their peers and 
teachers, allowed them to circumvent or negotiate the didactic requirements of school 
literacies.  
Although it was a different story for Lola, who did not form firm friendships when at 
school, Elle thought that, possibly, it was through the bonds of friendship that Molly and 
Lawrence embraced school life. They felt secure in the knowledge that they could rely on 
their friends to help them when they found the work too difficult — that, together with the 
help of their friends, they could participate in the flow of power that pervaded the hegemonic 
structure of the school and use it to their advantage. Perhaps their friends offered sympathy 
that came from no one else; perhaps there was an implicit understanding that they were going 
somewhere together, thus imparting strength to each other. Pahl (2000) argues that in a 
society such as we live in now, whose structure is far less cohesive than at any time in the 
past, the trust and emotional bonding that friendship can offer has become an important form 
of connectedness. 
How, Elle wondered, does this connectedness relate to Foucault’s relational ideas of 
power, knowledge and the self? She remembered reading that Foucault believed contingency 
is a liberating part of life, allowing us to behave and think in flexible ways (Markula & 
Pringle, 2006). This could mean that our ways of being, our ethics and our accepted practices 
of the present are up for negotiation, they can be modified or honed to suit our needs. In the 
21st century Elle believes contingency plays a much greater role in our lives than it did in the 
1970s. When she thought back to her own experience of high school from 1971 to 1976, the 
freedom to question, to have a voice, to dispute the norm and to negotiate a different path, 
was not as prevalent as it is today. Today it is an accepted norm to question what you are 
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told, enabling young people like Molly and Lawrence, to find a different path to success 
(Cook-Sather, 2006). Elle believed this path involved ongoing negotiations with friends, with 
teachers, a connectedness that might not have been as available in Lola’s school experience.  
Foucault (1977c) did assert that no power relations are secure — they are subject to 
change, and therefore people must be active in attempting to change the workings of power. 
But this negotiation must necessarily happen in a social and historical context where not all 
voices are equal, and some go unheard. Even if Lola had made firm friendships with other 
children at her school in the 1970s, would her voice have been heard as clearly as Molly and 
Lawrence’s voices were heard in the present? 
 
Molly 
From their conversations, Elle realised that, for Molly, lunchtime, when she was able to be 
with her friends, was the best part of the day. This is where she got to see everyone and relax 
with her friends. She did not see all her friends during class time because some were doing 
completely different subjects from her. She liked almost everyone in her year level but at 
lunch she mostly socialised with her ‘academic’ friends. These were mainly the people with 
whom she had come through primary school, so she shared a lot of history with them. It 
didn’t bother her that they were doing different subjects from her. She assumed that they 
were smarter than her and that was okay. She had no intention of enrolling in those kinds of 
subjects as she didn’t need them for her chosen career path. A couple of them played sport 
with her anyway, so she got to see them then. 
She preferred to do subjects which she described as ‘more comfortable’ for her. After 
all, her chosen pathway, at this stage of her life, was not university. She wanted to work with 
children, so Early Childhood Studies was her chosen option for the future. This career path 
also meant she could do English Communications, a more practical subject than Authority 
English (English required for university entry). Although she didn’t need to do Maths A (a 
middle level course) she stuck at this level. She was good at maths and she enjoyed the 
challenge of it rather than the more practical Prevocational Mathematics. 
During her curriculum classes, she had a different group of friends whom she enjoyed 
every bit as much as her lunchtime friends. Molly told Elle, “I guess my friends helped me a 
lot in class too, when I’d sit beside them and that, they’d help you and stuff. We were always 
in the same class, being a small school.”  
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Her friends knew that she would help them out in other ways when they needed it. 
Elle understood that this reciprocity would create feelings of belonging; yet is that enough to 
feel like you are part of a community?  
Elle remembered her own school friends and how important they were to her. For her, 
they made the school day bearable and, as for Molly she supposed, they offered emotional 
support. Looking back, the moments Elle spent with her friends felt like being in an oasis in 
an interminable desert of adults with whom she could not connect and whom she did not like. 
It was not like this for— she loved her teachers and loved being at school.  
As Molly talked about her friends, Elle reflected on how hard it was for her to do well 
at school due to how she felt about the place and the people who ran it. In fact, Elle attributed 
her final year success to Mother Superior’s comment to her mother that she overheard, which 
was that she would fail her final year and amount to nothing. The school had decided Elle 
should repeat Year 11 but her mother refused. Her indignation at the comment fuelled a 
desire to prove the school (represented by a single nun’s remark) wrong. It was the incentive 
she needed to focus her mind on academic success. Had she not overheard that comment, she 
always assumed she probably would not have done so well in her final year.  
Molly, on the other hand, had been happy and comfortable at school, and from their 
conversations, Elle sensed that she felt well supported and cared about by all her friends and 
her teachers, from early primary years right through to Year 12. She belonged in this 
environment, this place, at this school where she really fitted in (Juzwik, Jarvie, Cushman, & 
Falconer, 2018). Molly was a student with learning difficulties who succeeded at school 
despite her problems. Elle was a student with no learning difficulties who might have easily 
failed academically had she not been energised by indignation. When Elle compared the two 
school experiences, Molly’s fond memories and wistful reminiscences of her wonderful 
school days stood out as a significant difference between the two women. Elle felt sad that 
her own school memories were so unhappy, but at least she could look back on her school 
friendships happily.  
Only when she began her research did Elle realise that it wasn’t just the sneering 
attitude of Mother Superior that energised. On reflection, it was her friends who had the 
bigger impact. They were a great support to her when she felt victimised by the teachers; they 
encouraged her to ‘stay on the path,’ not just to look forward to all the freedom available after 
school but to consider what kind of freedom that might be. If she failed, she would not get a 
chance to do what she wanted to do; if she failed, she would no longer be on the same path as 
her friends who were all planning to go to university. This was a strong motivator for Elle, as 
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she was very uncertain about life after school, except for the default middle-class belief that 
she would certainly go to university. Her friends were a positive constant in her life, and she 
did not want to grow apart from them once school had finished. 
The sociologist Pahl (2011) describes the word ‘friend’ as an umbrella word, 
encompassing a wide range of relationship types, not all with such strong emotional 
attachments as the image evoked by the word ‘friend’, but more utilitarian, even pragmatic. 
To a certain extent, Pahl’s ideas mirror two of Aristotle’s three defining characteristics of 
friendship — that is, friends who are useful or friends who give us pleasure — but Pahl sees 
the concept of a virtuous, altruistic friend who mirrors the self as far less likely to appear in 
today’s less stable time than that of Aristotle (Hutter, 2001). For one thing, we value 
individuality far more today, and this weakens the glue binding a cohesive society. Closer to 
the point, though, Pahl (2000) believes that we are now drawn to those who help us stay 
connected in ways that used to be provided by family and kin; to this extent our friendships 
serve a more pragmatic than altruistic purpose. Just as Foucault examines friendship as 
relational, in which friends travel in a network of historical relations and interactions, Pahl 
(2002) says that, in modern society, we allow our choices to define us as individuals. We 
choose the aesthetic elements of our surroundings and we choose our friends. This then 
confirms our personal identities. Foucault describes these relations as power relations, 
whereby each individual is either being constituted as a subject acting on others or is being 
subjected to some control. Relating these ideas back to her interactions with the actors in her 
research and to the young people with whom she regularly worked, Elle could see that this 
was the case. Molly appeared quite strategic in her choice of friends, in that they seemed to 
serve a purpose, either as sporty friend or academic help. It seems then that, in the historical 
context of the present, friendships are created on the basis of choice, which has never been 
greater than at any other time in history. Thus, an emphasis on individualisation has 
developed. 
 Elle pondered the idea that this focus on individualisation helped students like Molly 
to experience the process of Foucault’s subjectivation — the process of being named and 
made subject — in a more productive way. Foucault (1983) believed that an individual can 
acquire an identity within power relations that both “subjugate and make subject to” (p. 212). 
This process makes the individual subject to control by someone else, but it also gives the 
individual a self-identity. We lock ourselves into categories that are created through the 
discursive practices of our particular historical period — the dyslexic child, the child with 
learning difficulties, or the bright student. Certainly, Elle felt that overt and prompt 
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identification of students with learning difficulties meant that supportive structures could be 
put in place by the school to help the student experience success. In terms of friendship, 
Molly’s friends embraced her difficulties by helping her with the medium of print literacy 
when needed. She was not ashamed of her difficulties, indeed, she claimed them as part of 
her identity- “It’s just who I am,” she said. 
 Bauman (2003) and Pahl (2000) describe a new type of friendship that has evolved in 
recent decades, one that is only maintained for as long as the needs of the persons involved 
are being met. They argue that friendships in recent times often consist of networks of friends 
connecting and disconnecting for periods of time according to need. Maffesoli (1996) has 
also explored this relation of time, suggesting that at different moments in the day we are 
members of various small and temporary groups. Brooks (2007) describes these groups as 
‘neo tribes’ and argues that “they are a central feature of our experience of everyday living” 
(p. 703). This aligns with Webb (2003), who believes that friends are those with whom we 
become present in certain conditions, with whom we attain a certain manner of being. This 
aligns with Molly’s descriptions of her days at school, where she generally spent time with 
different groups of friends at different times. As Elle had noted, she often connected with 
friends that helped her deal with the literacy load of her day. Elle had always assumed that 
Molly’s literacy ability had improved enough by Year 11 so that she was more independent 
of the Learning Support teachers, but she now wondered if she went to her network of friends 
for that help. 
However, the idea that we mainly use our friends for certain purposes suggests that 
friendship today lacks depth and true meaning. Our friendships are ‘differentiated’ into sporty 
friends, work friends and school friends (Pahl, 2002). Yet Molly and Lawrence still, even 
now, see most of their school friends, and have not discarded them. Elle reflected on her own 
school friendships and had to agree that her own friends served different purposes or fulfilled 
certain needs in her life at that time. They continue to do so throughout her life. She had to 
admit that even though she was very close to some of her work colleagues, she did not see 
them outside of work. Instead she has just one special friend who crosses all facets of her life. 
This friend, who has shared her ‘becoming’ for many decades, gives Elle a deep, trusting and 
more meaningful friendship. This is a rare thing though; Elle understands that not everyone 
gets such a friend. We all differ when it comes to friendships, but we seem to all use some of 
our friends to suit our needs. 
In their conversations, Molly clearly talks about her two ‘types’ of friends at school: 
those on an academic pathway to university and those who were more like her, choosing a 
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path taking them either to TAFE or straight to work. Elle marvelled at the way Molly talked 
about fluidly moving between the groups. Molly’s “circles of friendship” (Moje, 2000, p. 77) 
were not as homogenous as Elle’s had been; they seemed to overlap at times or meld into one 
at other times. This was far more complex than Elle’s own experience of spending time with 
a single group of girls throughout her school years, never broadening to encompass those 
with different trajectories post-school. Elle reflected on why she was so selective in her 
friendship group and decided it came down to feeling uncomfortable, like being ‘out of step’ 
with those with whom she felt she shared nothing. Yet here was Molly, friend to many, 
regardless of whether she connected with their background, their ambitions, or their future 
goals. She made the effort to be their friend as did they with her. And, as Elle was to realise, 
this facility of Molly’s to know how to be friends with a wide and varied group of people 
benefited her academically.  
Molly checks the time on her phone; the class is nearly over. This lesson has been 
particularly hard going and she is in need of a brain break. So much writing, her hand is 
sore. It is a hot day and even the teacher seems to be struggling with the lesson; his voice 
rasps on in a soporific monotone. The air hangs thickly with moisture and the landscape 
beyond the classroom shimmers in the heat. The sweat inches its way down her back. She 
fights hard to stay focused.  
Class time is always hard work for Molly at the best of times. She knows that the 
writing and copying takes her much longer than most other students. In fact, everything she 
needs to do, takes longer than everyone else. That is okay, though, as she has her strategies 
to get the work done. She often borrows one of her friends’ exercise books to copy out if she 
can’t get the work down before the teacher wipes it off the board. Her friends are always 
understanding and supportive. She will have to borrow Jen’s book tonight to finish copying 
down what she missed. She prefers to use Jen’s book because she has easy-to-read writing 
and she is a good speller, which always helps. She has another friend in this class who is 
smart, but his book is always a mess, terrible writing that is hard to follow. He is good to talk 
to, though, when she doesn’t understand something during class. Tonight, she will have to 
think about everything the teacher talked about in this lesson, going over her notes and 
copying down Jen’s always helps. Molly knows everything takes her a lot longer than it takes 
her friends. 
But first, she needs just to hang out for a while with her friends. She just wants to sit 
with her legs in the sun and chat about things that don’t really matter. 
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Elle understood that Molly had numerous different tactics for keeping up with the 
necessary classwork. Elle was struck by the daily organisation required to ensure that she had 
everything she needed to keep up with the work: the little ways in which she adjusted the 
routines of school to suit her; the training of her friends and her teachers, including Elle, to 
help her when she could not manage alone. Molly exemplified Foucault (1980) dictum that 
that power works from the bottom up:  
 
One must … conduct an ascending analysis, starting, that is, from its infinitesimal 
mechanisms, which each have their own history, their own trajectory, their own 
techniques and tactics, and then see how these mechanisms of power have been — 
and continue to be — invested, colonised, involuted, transformed, displaced, 
extended, etc., by ever more general mechanisms and by forms of global 
domination (p. 99). 
 
Elle could see how this operated in the school space. Small tactics, different from the norm, 
gained ground because they were successful. Over time, these tactics become a part of the 
system and are then thought of as strategies for learning.  
De Certeau (1984) argued that whereas tactics are “determined by the absence of 
power,” strategy “is organised by the postulation of power” (p. 38). When Elle was a student, 
the idea of a Learning Support teacher in the high school was unheard of, and extra lessons 
for students who struggled to complete a full timetable were never considered. If you 
couldn’t do the work, then you left and followed another path. Where did the pressure for 
change come from? When did we begin to take note of students who did not fit the mass 
schooling structure and begin to accommodate them? How many ‘Mollys’ left the school 
system early before we realised that not all intelligent students fitted the mass schooling 
system comfortably? When did we allow the certain tactics to become strategies? 
As a young Learning Support teacher, Elle battled with the decision makers of the 
school to grant students who struggled the extra time for learning by allowing them to drop a 
subject. This was not solely her idea; it came from the parents and from the children. When 
other children saw what they could have, dropping subjects to free up space and time became 
more frequent. It is now an accepted part of school life for those students who need it. 
Students like Molly want the whole school experience from Year 1 to Year 12, and they will 
continue to employ all tactics to maintain the status quo. In his book on the penal system, 
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Foucault (1977a) makes the point that when the disciplining of the body shifted from corporal 
punishment to confinement, the cause for such a radical change was not always known. In a 
later article he wrote: “What is found in the historic beginning of things is not the inviolable 
identity of their origin; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity” (Foucault, 1978, p. 
142). This statement really gave Elle pause for thought. Was it a burgeoning dissonance of 
the times that created a groundswell for change? Did change come about, not through 
activism, but an overpowering upsurge of sufficient difference for that difference to become 
accepted, swallowed up by the dominant discourses, normalised.  
Elle wondered how much of an effect friends have on educational choice in senior 
school and beyond. She found in her research that there are mixed opinions on the influence 
of friendship on a young person’s post-16 options. Whilst some researchers argued that 
friendship did indeed play a role in subject choice (Brooks, 2005, 2007; Foskett & Hemsley-
Brown, 2001) others felt the issue is more complex. Molly was quite aware of her position in 
the “hierarchy of students” in terms of academic performance as described by Brooks (2007, 
p. 695) and she was comfortable with that. She was determined to stay on her chosen path. 
She reasoned that the subjects she had chosen for senior were within her academic ability and 
anything else would have been difficult and stressful. As she told Elle in their first 
conversation, “I did the subjects I needed to do. The ones that benefited me more.” Although 
part of her felt she avoided certain subjects because of her perception of their difficulty, 
Molly always had in mind her future career: “I probably might have avoided it a bit, now I 
think about it. Wouldn’t have minded trying to do like a science or something. But … then I 
probably [didn’t] really need science because I want[ed] to do Childcare.” 
Elle wondered, at first, if Molly was simply choosing the easier option, but after their 
conversations, she could see that Molly was pragmatic by nature. Her choices were the most 
expedient way to achieve her goals. 
However, in addition to the temporal aspect of friend relationships as mentioned 
previously, Brooks (2007) also talks about a spatial dimension to friendship where the nature 
of the relationship differs across contexts. Friends who can be open and intimate in social 
situations can also be competitive and individualistic in the classroom. Molly was very sporty 
and competitive by nature. It occurred to Elle that Molly might have resisted putting herself 
in competition with friends that considered cleverer than her. Then, after going through the 
transcripts again, she realised that Molly did not compete with her ‘brighter’ friends because 
she had chosen a different career path. Was this choice itself an opt-out of competition with 
her friends? Elle didn’t think so because it was clear in their conversations that Molly loved 
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her work in the Childcare industry. The only subject she did that was considered university 
entry level was the maths, and she was good at maths, so competed successfully. 
Elle, on the other hand, only ever had a small group of friends who were roughly 
equivalent academically, so she never compared her achievements to that of her friends 
negatively, nor did she feel competitive. If anything, she felt an intense solidarity brought 
about by union against a common enemy — the nuns! On reflection, Elle was amazed at her 
lack of maturity back then, especially when she compared herself to her research actors who 
appeared to be far more focused and sensible. She remembered when Molly was still at 
school and had an issue with an English teacher who was on an exchange from America (his 
focus being on having a holiday in Australia, not teaching Year 12 English). Instead of 
carrying on and flapping about helplessly, waiting for failure to be thrust upon her as Elle 
would have done, Molly organised herself out of that class and into one where she knew she 
could connect with the teacher and get the help she needed. 
Molly is sitting in the Head of English’ office. 
“I would like to be taken out of Mr Paresse’5 class and placed in Ms Diamond’s6.” 
“Molly, you know that we can’t just move students around because they ask; you will 
have to have a good reason if I am to consider it.”  
The Head of English was discouraging yet another student request to move away from 
this teacher. None of the students seemed to like him. If she said yes to all those who came to 
see her, there would only be a handful of students left in the class. 
“Ms Penfold7, I have dyslexia, so I have trouble spelling. I am a slow reader and I 
need extra time to do a lot of written stuff. You taught me in Year 8, so I guess you 
understand what I am saying. I really want to do well in English this year and I know that 
with Ms Diamond I will. She understands my problems and she knows how to help me. Mr 
Paresse reads what I write and fails me without trying to understand me, without offering to 
help me to do better. I have had Ms Diamond before, and she gets me.” 
“Would you like me to speak to Mr Paresse about your dyslexia? I know you are keen 
to do well — you always work hard. I am sure that once he knows he will adapt his teaching 
to suit you.” 
“I have spoken to him a number of times, but he really doesn’t get it; he doesn’t get 
me. He seems to work well with the smart kids, but I just get left behind. He doesn’t want to 
                                                          
5 Pseudonym 
6 Pseudonym 
7 Pseudonym 
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look at my second drafts and I really need that kind of help. I know I can do well in English if 
I get that kind of help and I know Ms Diamond will give me the time I need.” 
“All right, I will consider it. No promises, though. Leave it with me and I will speak to 
Ms Diamond, check class numbers and speak to the Learning Support teacher.” 
Ms Penfold thought that Molly had made a good point and that her argument was 
reasonable. Molly was always hard-working and serious about her studies. Yes, if anyone 
ought to be in Ms Diamond’s class it should be Molly. She was cross with herself for not 
seeing this need at the start of the year and placing her into Ms Diamond’s class. But then 
who could have known the exchange teacher would be so problematic?8 
To Elle, Molly’s ability to extricate herself from an undesirable situation and improve 
her chances of being successful at school demonstrates Foucault’s description of power 
relations, specifically what he calls biopower. He describes it as a power that comes from 
within the social body, rather than above it, such as sovereign power (Foucault, 1980, p. 39). 
Molly used power in its productive (as opposed to repressive) form. She tapped into the 
circulating power of school processes and acted on it. This power enabled her to articulate her 
needs in a way that prompted Ms Penfold to act positively. By her actions, Molly created a 
space for agency where, for other students, agency would not exist. Molly was no doubt 
aware that other students had tried and failed to switch out of that class, but she believed in 
the superiority of her reason, and its validity from a teacher’s point of view. Elle wished 
she’d asked Molly what she told her friends when they found out she had permission to move 
classes. Perhaps she was open and honest about her need to have a teacher who understood 
her. As she had told Elle in their first conversation: “I decided I was never going to be 
ashamed [of my difficulties with reading].” 
Molly and her friends are in the library escaping the cold August winds that have 
been blowing all week. It doesn’t seem to matter whether she has her jumper on or not; the 
wind seems to cut through to her bare skin. She is with her more ‘academic’ friends this 
lunchtime, and they are discussing a concept they learned in Marine Science — something 
about the physics of wave motion — and it is making very little sense to her. She supposes her 
annoyance comes from feelings of being left out. She feels that this is a part of their lives with 
which she cannot connect. She knows they feel it too, but they never pressure her to do the 
                                                          
8 This last piece of transcript comes from a conversation Elle had with the Head of English when she rang her, 
as Elle was the Learning Support teacher at that time, for her advice as to whether Elle felt Molly would benefit 
from changing classes.  
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same subjects as they do. Her friends who do the same classes as she does do not hang out 
with her lunchtime friends as often as she does. She appreciates not having to justify her 
subject choices to her academic mates and is glad that, now that they are in Senior and 
clearly on different career pathways, they are still as close as they ever were. She never tries 
to hide her difficulties with text; all her friends know about it, but she believes they also know 
she is smart in other ways. 
“I don’t think university is for me. I want to work with kids and the Early Childhood 
Diploma is a good career path for me,” she told her friends. 
Molly is happy that she did not get pressured into doing subjects she found difficult. 
She might have felt pressure about it when she was a lot younger because she had wanted to 
be a doctor. But as she grew older, she became more familiar with her strengths and her 
weaknesses and she knew medicine would not be a successful choice for her. She did not 
think she could do senior science, even though she enjoyed science in Year 10. She was 
certain she would struggle with the required English subject for entry into a university. No, 
she is happy with her choices. She is doing really well in the less academic subject she chose, 
such as English Communications; and, in Early Childhood Studies she is top of her class. 
Part of her understands that she chose these subjects because she knew they were ‘easier’, 
and she didn’t want to struggle to pass. But another part of her reminds her that her choices 
are leading her into a career she really wants. 
Molly doesn’t care that sometimes she feels like many of her friends are all going in 
one direction and she in another. However, she does worry that she might lose touch with 
them when school finishes, because everyone says that school friends grow apart once they 
begin the next stage of life. 
Elle thought back to her conversation with Monsieur Foucault on the bus and his ideas 
on how surveillance is not just a top down process but operates everywhere across the social 
body. But where do we see girls surveiling girls? she thought. She remembered definitely 
being a part of that discourse when she was a teenager; she’d felt the pressure to go to uni 
with her friends, to the point where, in her mind, it was not optional. She also felt the pressure 
to look like them, and to like the things they liked. She remembers sadly the beautiful 
sunglasses her mother had bought her for her summer holiday and her best friend laughing at 
how she looked in them, so Elle put them away and never wore them again. Elle expected 
Molly to experience the same kind of pressures but, instead, she seemed oblivious to this kind 
of surveillance. Elle marvelled at Molly’s strength of character. As it turned out, four years 
after leaving school, when Elle contacted Molly to begin her research, she told Elle that she 
 
 
64 
still caught up with almost all her school friends on a regular basis. Molly looks forward to 
meeting up with everyone, catching up with their news and talking about ‘old times.’ Some 
are attending the local university or completing a tertiary qualification, some are working or 
looking for work. Nearly all appear to still be in touch. 
Kiang (2016) believes that friendship has the potential to enable multiple ways of 
connecting with the world’s different cultures, together with their multiple ways of being and 
belonging. Indeed, Molly seemed to have a diverse friendship group that she utilised for a 
variety of reasons. Lola was subject to clearly defined cultural and historical descriptors of 
the 1970s — she was the “stupid, middle class, white girl” (her words). But for Molly and 
Lawrence, these traditional symbols of identity such as race, class and gender are not so 
clearly defined. Their friends do not define them as stupid, but they know that they have 
trouble with reading; their class does not figure amongst the friendship group, and Molly’s 
gender does not impose the same limitations that Lola (and Elle) felt in the 1970s. Blurring 
the edges of identity, creating areas of grey where they were previously mainly black and 
white, enables new discourses of belonging to emerge (Chambers, 2006). Indeed, Molly 
crosses all these boundaries easily and she no doubt gains a great deal from the wide and 
varied connections she made at school and continues to make in her adult life: “I have some 
really good friends at work — one in particular. We work together on tasks and she helps me 
if I need to write. She does it for me. I’m okay if I don’t need to write, I can do lots of other 
things, so we help each other.” 
In her reading, Elle discovered that reciprocity is common to friendship networks in 
communities. Barton (2007) writes about how skills are regularly traded in an adult 
community. Social networks that are used as a forum for sharing skills enables all members 
of the network to be treated as equals and accepted for what they can do. Someone is known 
for fixing small motors, whilst another is good at filling out forms. Elle thought that this 
worked well for Molly as she lived in a small regional community. She did not think it would 
work so well in a city. 
(Foucault, 1997c) talks about friendship in terms of how it can disrupt the status quo 
through diverting power of dominant discourses into unexpected directions. He believes it is 
possible to escape the type of relations expected of us by society, and to “create … space 
where we are new relational possibilities” (1997c, p. 160). In this text, Foucault was referring 
to homosexual relations. These ideas contributed to the concept of queer theory. But queer 
theory is much more than just a discussion about homosexual men and women; it is about 
anyone who feels marginalised, sexually, intellectually or culturally (Dowson, 2000). It is a 
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theoretical perspective from which to challenge the norm (Giffney, 2004). Certainly, Molly 
forged unusual friendships in that she was not constrained by her academic difficulties, which 
for some young people might have a limiting effect on friendships. She was also not 
constrained by the surveiling of others around her. Instead she often used her relationships to 
benefit her academic progress. She did not, as Elle had observed of many who attended the 
Learning Support room, gravitate to other students on the basis of their place in the school 
hierarchy of academic success; she was not restricted by, and never seemed to feel 
marginalised by, her reading problems. Rather, she saw her difficulties as a problem to be 
managed and she managed it by hard work, long hours and enlisting the help of her friends 
and teachers.  
Elle noticed that when Molly talked about her friends, although she acknowledged 
some friends as smarter than her, there was always the understanding that mutual equality 
existed within the friendships. Molly accepted her place in the academic hierarchy and did 
not feel disadvantaged by this understanding; she saw no differences in status (Chambers, 
2006). “I have trouble with reading and writing, I am not ashamed of that,” Molly said. They 
were a bunch of boys and girls making their way as best they could and helping each other 
along the way. 
 
Lawrence 
Lawrence closes his eyes and thinks about tomorrow. His first day of Year 8, his first day of 
high school. He feels a bit fluttery in his stomach. Life is getting serious; he is a high 
schooler now. Time to start thinking about his future. Not time to start thinking about his 
worries with his reading and writing, though he thinks he probably should. After all, high 
school is serious. It is where you learn what you need to know to be a successful adult. Plenty 
of time to think about the serious stuff later. For now, he thinks about meeting up with his 
friends again. He is so sick of the holidays. Holy crap, he is so bored, stuck out in the bush 
with no way to visit his friends. Will he be in a class with his friends? He was happy about his 
‘pretend’ class when he visited on the ‘transition day’ in the last week of school the year 
before, but that teacher — what was her name? Miss something — said that there could be 
more changes to the classes. Whatever; it doesn’t matter. Lawrence knows he will make new 
friends anyway. 
Lawrence sits on the floor of the huge assembly hall in his designated row. He has a 
momentary feeling of panic when they are all instructed to line up alphabetically because he 
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thinks he might get it wrong, but it all works out easily. After all, his last name begins with 
the second letter of the alphabet; he can work with that. He just heads to the start of the row 
and his new class teacher checks his name off. His class teacher seems sporty and funny — a 
good combination. He thinks, “This teacher will be happy to help me if I need it.” He hopes 
that he will feel this good about his other teachers. 
He is in class 8C. As he leans forward and scans the group, he sees with relief that he 
is with most of the friends he was put with on transition day. “Yes!” he thinks, with a mental 
fist pump. He knows lots of the students in his class. He went through primary school with 
them. More importantly, they know him. He doesn’t have to explain himself to them.  
“Hey Law! Looks like we’re in the same class — sick!” It is Wally, his best mate.  
“This is awesome,” Lawrence thinks as he smiles back at his friend. 
 
During his high school years, Lawrence knew exactly what he wanted from his 
education. “I really wanted to go to the mines straight after school.” For that he needed Maths 
and English. All the other subjects were a bonus. He had a couple of friends who shared his 
goal. The mines were great places to make a lot of money quickly. He could set himself up 
for life with just a few years of hard work. He made plans with his friends. They would go 
out together, make truckloads of money, and come home and do a trade. He loved talking 
about it with them, dreaming of what it would be like. Sometimes he would swear he could 
feel the heat and taste the dust as he imagined how his life would be. When he thought about 
being ‘out there’ he felt like this was where he would finally be a man, not a boy any longer. 
He would be someone who was achieving in life. 
His dad had said that he could leave school at any time if he got a job, but he wanted 
to stay at school, mainly because he knew from his part time job what the ‘real world’ was 
like — and none of his school friends were in that world. But also, he wanted to give himself 
the best chance of getting a gig at the mines.  
In the end Lawrence didn’t make it to the mines — not at the time of writing, anyway. 
“I decided not to go ’cos there was too much happening here; all my friends were here. I 
didn’t want to leave.” The pull of friendship won out against his ambition to ‘get set up’ 
quickly. Instead, Lawrence fell into an apprenticeship that would lead to other opportunities. 
However, part of him still thought he would end up at the mines eventually — just not yet, 
not while he was having so much fun with his friends. 
Like Molly, Lawrence also had a steady group of friends at school. It wasn’t always 
like this for Lawrence. He remembered a time back in primary school when he found it hard 
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to come to school. He often asked his mum for a day off or told her he wasn’t feeling well. At 
school he felt picked on and alone. For some reason he could not fit in. In Year 6 and 7 all 
this changed. His teacher was very keen on sport and encouraged him to get involved. 
Suddenly his classmates were including him, and he began making friends — good friends, 
who are still with him even now after having left school five years previously. From that time 
on he couldn’t wait to get to school and play sport and see his friends. Elle thought about how 
she too had enjoyed school sport. She had been in the school swimming squad and had 
amassed a great many blue ribbons over the years, something that made her feel proud (until 
the day she threw them all in a bin, in a teenage fit of pique because she was feeling angry 
with the world). Yet this link to the wider school community had not changed her feelings 
about being at school, as it had done for Lawrence.  
Participating in sport and the change in perception of him by his classmates totally 
changed his feelings about school. Now, for the first time in his life, he felt part of a group, 
accepted and valued as a team member — perhaps even admired and respected by his 
classmates, because he was so good at sport. This ‘spilling over’ from his sport self to his 
classroom self perhaps enabled Lawrence for the first time to feel part of the school. For Elle, 
however, she already had a strong friendship group before she became involved in the 
swimming squad. In fact, she joined because her best friend had joined. Perhaps it was the 
development of a group of friends rather than joining a sport that made the difference for 
Lawrence.  
Lawrence preferred to hang out with one group of friends, although he, like Molly, 
felt comfortable around all the kids in his year level. He felt that he had more in common 
with those students who did the same subjects as him and that is with whom he mainly 
socialised, both at recess and in class if there was an opportunity. He told Elle in their first 
conversation, “I didn’t want to go to school until about Grade 7. I think it was Grade 7 when I 
started to enjoy school in general. I started wanting to go to school because I realised how 
much fun it was … ’cos you got to see your friends all the time, yeah.” 
Once he started part-time work, Lawrence hated the approach of the school holidays. 
In fact, he hated getting older. Getting older meant having to work, to earn money. Earning 
money was fine in itself, and so was working when it came to it. The problem was spending 
time away from his mates. Working meant not being able to hang out with his friends, not 
playing football. The worst part was hearing about what they all got up to without him; it was 
cruel! He always wished the holidays away so that he could be back at school with his 
friends.  
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Lawrence looks at the clock – 2pm, another 3 hours and he can leave. He knows he 
should be grateful for the work, the money, but he really doesn’t think it is worth giving up 
whatever he is missing out on. It is school holidays for fuck’s sake. He should be hanging 
with his mates, going to the plaza or out riding his bike. He really loves his new bike. As soon 
as he gets out of here, he is going to get on his bike and ride over flat out to Wally’s place, to 
see what he missed today. 
It all started in Year 10. His parents expected him to get a part-time job and ‘earn his 
keep.’ He had no idea that a job could consume so much of his time, all day Saturday, 
Wednesday, and Thursday nights and all holidays. It wasn’t so much that he didn’t like work 
— he did. Everyone was nice to him, helpful even. The boss was cool. It was just that he 
wasn’t as happy at work as he was at school. School was where he preferred to be. Work 
taught him the importance of staying at school for as long as possible. Not so much because 
he knew that if you finished Year 12 you would get a better job. Yes, he agreed with that, but 
for Lawrence, it was about enjoying the time without responsibilities, hanging out with 
friends, being at school. 
Lawrence was keen to explain how he felt to Elle, “Every school holidays I’d work a 
38-hour week and then you realise how good school actually is and how unsocial and boring 
work is. And then, umm, yeah, realised that all your mates are always at school and you don’t 
get to see your mates when you’re working and stuff.” Lawrence still has strong relationships 
with his friends from his school days: “Every weekend we usually see each other and 
Tuesday nights we do a steak night at the RSL. Everyone goes, so we still see each other,” he 
happily told Elle. 
Elle was surprised when Lawrence told her about how much he loved school. For 
Elle, her high school experience was very negative. Yet, unlike Lawrence, she did not 
struggle with reading and writing. Clearly, from her own experience, having strong skills in 
print literacy did not necessarily make the experience of school a positive one. Conversely, 
for Lawrence, having poor print skills did not make the school experience unpleasant. It was 
only at this point in her career, a career that was nearer its end than its beginning, that she 
realised this. She had worked for a long time under a misunderstanding. Her mantra had 
always been “help these students to become print literate and life will be so much better for 
them”. This had been a driving force, but had she only looked to her own experience she 
would have seen that, while she was print literate, life at school was neither positive nor 
enjoyable. Yes, she is successful in terms of a career, but so are Molly and Lawrence. They 
struggled a great deal with their reading and writing but that factor did not seem to have a 
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significant impact on their enjoyment of school nor on their ability to follow their desired 
career path.  
Although friendship is shaped by social structures, Chambers (2006) believes that it is 
appealing simply because it does not care about status or recognise a hierarchy. Lawrence’s 
initial experiences of school had begun negatively; however, when he found himself accepted 
and embraced into a wide friendship group in which he was on an equal footing and ‘they 
were all mates,’ school no longer held any fear for him.  
For Lawrence, the reason for going to school seemed not to be driven so much by 
academic goals, although he was certainly goal driven in terms of employment post school. 
No, it was the drawcard of happiness — good times with friends, playing sport and ‘hanging 
out.’ In fact, Elle was quite disheartened to see that Lawrence did not think his poor literacy 
skills had much of an impact on his school experience. Lawrence, like Molly, gained access 
to an aspect of power that flowed through the school through the relations with his friends. 
And, like Molly, rather than ‘becoming’ literate to the extent Elle had hoped, he developed 
other tactics and strategies that helped him to be successful at school.  
Elle suspected that Monsieur Foucault would tell her that Lawrence’s strong 
friendships were an attempt to acquire a normalised position in the hierarchy of the school. In 
so doing, Lawrence could feel that he belonged and that he was accepted by other members 
of the institution. Because of his friends, school was a happy place despite his struggles with 
print literacy. This is in stark contrast to the final actor in Elle’s storied research, Lola. 
 
Lola 
Lola always told her stories of her school experiences to Elle in great detail, yet quite 
dispassionately. She seemed to treat her past as a dead thing. She dissected it coldly and 
analytically like it was, indeed, a thing. For Lola it really did seem that “the past is a foreign 
country” (Hartley, 2015, p. 1) — one with which she was no longer emotionally involved. 
For many of these stories, it was hard for Elle not to feel outrage and distress on behalf of the 
child that was Lola. These feelings must still live in Lola. We all have who we were inside 
us, the memories of that younger self, no matter how much we change, how far we have 
come or even how different we have become. 
“Alright students; everyone stand up now.” 
This is always the moment Lola dreads. Her body language says it all as she stands 
hunched with her head down, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. 
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“Right. Now, if you got 20 out of 20 sit down.” Two girls at the front sit. 
“Right, well done Paula and Genevieve. If you got 19 out of 20, sit down.” One boy 
sits down. 
“Oh, only one today — disappointing. Now if you got 18 out of 20, you can sit.” 
Three students sit down. 
“Better… if you got 17 out of 20, sit down.” 
The ritual goes on for what seems to Lola a cruel length of time. Part of her wants it 
over, part of her wants it to never reach to her. She only got two words right on her spelling 
test today. The teacher continues relentlessly heading towards zero. Her heart is beating 
faster now, and she feels sweat on her palms as she notices there are only a couple of 
students left standing. 
“Please, please, please,” she thinks, “Don’t let me be the last one standing”.  
She is the last student in the room standing. She isn’t looking but she knows 
everyone’s eyes are on her. Lola hears the teacher say “2 out of 20” and she knows everyone 
is waiting for her to either sit or remain standing while the ritual continues its journey down 
to zero. She sits down. Out of the corner of her eye she sees the two students who sat down 
first, whispering. One giggles. 
At least, Lola thinks, I didn’t get them all wrong today.  
 
When Lola first narrated this episode to her, Elle felt sick. Elle wondered why the 
teacher routinely used this strategy. Why publicly announce student success and failure? She 
wondered if it was a form of humiliation, or perhaps the teacher was oblivious to the 
emotional pain it caused students like Lola who never did well with spelling. While she was 
celebrating the success of those students who did well on the test, did she ever stop to think 
about the social impact on Lola of being exposed as someone who was constantly failing? 
Lola was seen as a girl who couldn’t ‘do’ school. She did not fit the ‘norm’ of a student, she 
had difficulties, and struggled with print literacy every day. This fact was made explicit to 
her, and to every other student in her class, by the teacher’s pedagogy, by the way the teacher 
spoke to her, by the mocking giggles of the girls that she wanted to be her friends, by the 
disapproving stares as she was publicly humiliated.  
Foucault (1980) talks about the “net-like organisation” (p. 99) of the norm and Elle 
thought that this strategy of the teacher could be her way of strengthening the weave of the 
net. There is power in “the art of the rank … the place one occupies in a classification” and it 
is an important aspect of discipline (Foucault, 1991a, pp. 145-146). Tightening the net around 
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those who succeed, those who fit the norm, buoys them up by acknowledging publicly their 
success. Allowing those who do not succeed to fall through the net in full view encourages a 
kind of segregation of children into friendship groups of those who succeed at school and all 
those other groups of friends, who may be sporty or arty or naughty or cool, but who have 
one thing in common – they do not succeed at ‘doing school’. Being held up to ridicule like 
this happened regularly in this teacher’s class and Lola believed it contributed to her inability 
to be accepted by the ‘smarter girls’ she tried to befriend. Giffney (2004) urges us to “expose 
these norms for the way they define, solidify and defend their shaky self-identities by 
excluding those … who fail or refuse to conform” (p. 75). 
Perhaps the teacher was oblivious to Lola’s anxiety and unhappiness — perhaps she 
thought her strategy was one of praising those who worked hard and performed well, holding 
them up as role models for the whole class. For Foucault, power manifests its purposes in its 
effects, not in the conscious intentions of those who exercise it (Gallagher, 2008), and, in the 
end, the effect on Lola was one of humiliation and shame; there was a lot of power in that 
effect. Perhaps other students in the class would not have been so affected. So much of my 
strength at school came from my friends, Elle thought. I could cope with the unfriendliness of 
the teachers because I knew my friends would be there for comfort, for support, for 
debriefing. Lola had no one.  
Lola’s school experience was unlike the other actors in this unfolding story in so far 
as she attended high school in the 1970s and during her schooling she attended many 
institutions. Her father was regularly transferred to different regions of England, and later, 
different countries. This constant movement meant that she had very little opportunity to 
make friends. When she did, she often found herself in the group comprised of those students 
who also struggled at school. During one conversation she explained to Elle, “The smart, cool 
girls don’t want to associate with someone who cannot read or write. So, you really have little 
choice but to hang around with the ones who are like you, who can’t do school.” 
Lola could not connect with the group of girls with whom she thought she had the 
most in common. “They did not want to know me; I wasn’t smart enough.” Certainly, she felt 
more comfortable with the ‘smart girls’ in terms of similar cultural background and socio-
economic status. But that was not enough for Lola to be accepted by them. When Elle 
thought about it, Lola had a number of negative conditions affecting her ability to make 
friends. She never stayed in one school for very long, she had low self-esteem due to her 
previous negative experiences in schools, and she lived in a society where exclusions 
accompanied each class. England had a more defined class structure than Australia. 
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Never being in one school for very long meant she never got a chance to really get 
immersed in the culture of the school, to become a part of the social life happening around 
her. So perhaps it wasn’t just that the smart girls ‘thought she was stupid,’ although this is 
how Lola perceived it.  
Lola finally found a ‘good fit’ when she attended what she calls a ‘progressive’ school 
where she could do the work, became interested in sport and finally felt reasonably happy. 
But she found that she could not connect with any of the other students who also attended this 
school. As she explained to Elle, “I came from a wealthy family and lived in a wealthy 
suburb and I had to take two buses to get to school. All the other kids lived locally in the 
poorer suburb. Many of the families of ten or more kids lived in what we called a two up/two 
down. Very cramped conditions, a whole family living in just a couple of rooms. It was a 
different world from what I was used to, I just didn’t connect with any of them.” 
When Lola was describing the disconnect, she experienced with students at her 
school, Elle’s mind went immediately to an incident in the girls’ toilet at South Yarra train 
station on her way home from school one afternoon. While we waited for the next train to 
arrive, I and half a dozen other girls from my school who also travelled on the same trains 
were smoking. A girl from the local state school walked into the train station’s public toilets 
and seemed to take an instant dislike to my face. “What the fuck are you looking at?” she 
snarled as she strode up to me and punched me in the stomach. I remember her well. So tall 
as to be gigantic in my eyes, with her school skirt rolled up so high you could almost see her 
knickers. I had the memory of only coming up to her boobs in height, but that was surely a 
nightmarish exaggeration. Perhaps I had that Catholic schoolgirl snobby look on my face. 
Whatever expression I wore, this girl did not like it. At that instant of being punched and 
bending over holding my stomach, all I could think was that I couldn’t punch back because I 
had a cigarette in my hand and I might burn her. My friends stood around open-mouthed and 
the girl simply turned around and walked out. Only then did all my friends crowd around me 
and ask me if I was alright. 
 After that incident Elle was fearful of tall girls in state school uniforms, she had a 
fear of difference and being unable to understand that difference. The attack had been so 
random she could not comprehend how anyone could do something like that. She never 
associated with state school kids after that because she decided they must all have a little of 
that wildness, that unpredictability. To the teenage Elle, girls did not commit physical 
violence. That day, for the first time, she realised that this was not true of all girls. Elle 
thought of Lola, and how, due to her reading difficulties she had no opportunities to associate 
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with the girls with whom she wanted to connect. Instead she cut a lonely figure in the 
playground and in the classroom because she could not find any common ground with other 
children who struggled with school. And then she would move home and move schools. Elle 
thought of how awful it would be to have to go through each school day surrounded by girls 
like that tall state schoolgirl, unpredictable and unknowable because their backgrounds were 
so different, the only thing in common being their risk of failing at school.  
Elle considered that both she and Lola had experienced a disconnect with people in 
their lives. Elle reflected that for her, it was only in a minor way. Her encounter with the girl 
from the state school caused a reluctance to associate with others from the same background 
— ‘those state school kids.’  
Lola could find no shared experiences, no common ground and so had no one with 
whom she could “share the practice of becoming” (Webb, 2003, p. 119). Without the support 
of friends who could show her what she wasn’t sure of, what strategies and tactics she could 
use to overcome her difficulties, she was at a distinct disadvantage to young people like 
Molly and Lawrence who regularly drew on the resources of their friends.  
Perhaps because she moved around so much, Lola did not form strong friendships that 
.influenced her in any lasting way. She found her role models later when she grew into a 
young adult, and it is at this time where she felt that she learned the most. With the help of 
her partner she taught herself to read accurately and fluently. As the years rolled on it was her 
adult friends who encouraged her to attempt goals she had thought unattainable. Then, at the 
age of 40 she took on a Psychology degree, “Just to prove to myself and everyone else that I 
really wasn’t stupid.” 
 
Some thoughts 
School success for Molly and Lawrence could be due in some part to the fact that each had 
positive, long term friendships during their school years. Over a consistent and long period of 
time they had the opportunity to ‘share the practice of becoming’ with the same people. “To 
establish a stable friendship, one needs time” (Derrida, 1997, p. 17). They both had a solid 
group of friends — solid enough to continue their friendships after leaving high school. 
Brooks (2002) found in their longitudinal study of young people’s higher education choices, 
that the stability of many friendship groups remained strong despite friends choosing 
different career paths. Both Molly and Lawrence maintained their school friendships after 
leaving school, regardless of the friends’ career paths. However, Brooks also suggests that it 
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is possible these friendships are only maintained whilst young people are settling into their 
post school lives and are possibly not maintained after that. It would be interesting to see how 
many school friends Molly and Lawrence will have once they are settled into their careers. 
As of writing, four years after leaving school, they are still very much connected with their 
old school friends. 
Kiang (2016) argues that “friendship carries the potential to foster multiple ways of 
being and belonging with others in a world dominated by contractual modes of affiliation and 
affection” (p. 125). He sees friendship as representing “an affective force that binds together 
bodies and social groups” (p. 126), not necessarily for any purpose other than friendship 
itself. In this way boundaries can be crossed. Webb (2003) suggests that when we take into 
account the power relations that condition who we are and how we act together with 
Foucault’s discussion of the ‘care of the self’ we can infer that “friends are those with whom 
[we] become present in [certain] conditions and those with whom [we] attain a certain mode 
of being” (Zembylas, 2015, p. 7). Lola never managed to cross the class boundaries and form 
friendships, nor did she cross the successful/unsuccessful student boundary to connect with 
the ‘smart girls.’ What would have happened if she did? In their conversations, Lola kept 
coming back to the fact that she could not read or write as the main reason she could not 
make friends. 
Foucault argued that how we are, how we present to the world, is dependent on the 
norms and practices of our historical period. Elle wondered if Lola’s failure to make friends 
and Molly and Lawrence’s success was partly dependent on historical context. Lola attended 
high school in England 30 years before Lawrence and Molly. The cultural and structural 
context of Lola’s high school years varied considerably from that of Molly and Lawrence 
(Adams et al., 1998). Foucault (1997c) suggests that sharing practice as we work upon 
ourselves has the potential to create new ways of being in the world. Over time, the 
behaviours and attitudes that fall into the spaces that do not fit into the current culture grow in 
strength until such time as they can no longer be ignored by the dominant powers and so they 
are owned, sorted and incorporated into the dominant discourses. In this way they are 
contained and become a new norm, and, in some way, the culture is changed (Hara & 
Newton, 1991). Is this what is happening now with students like Molly, like Lawrence? Has 
it taken all these years to travel from Lola’s experience of exclusion to a more inclusive 
experience now? Lola could not (or would not) ever ask a teacher to help her get started on an 
assignment, or request that she be allowed to present a task in a different way more suited to 
how she learned. She didn’t trust the teachers. If she had, she might have got the help she 
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needed, but at that time in the schools she attended, there was no precedent for this way of 
learning. Molly and Lawrence sought help regularly because it was an accepted way of 
working. From the moment they enrolled at Elle’s school they were identified as young 
people likely to struggle with the print literacy of the curriculum. Support, in the various 
forms of Learning Support tutorials, scaffolded curriculum tasks, test reading, and in-class 
support (if asked for by the young person), were immediately put in place. Students with 
learning difficulties at Elle’s school who wanted to succeed in the curriculum also learned 
quickly how to get the help they needed. Like Lola, Elle remembers what happened to those 
students who could not do the work required, they left school. 
When Lola shared with Elle her experiences at the schools she attended in England, 
Elle was horrified. But it was not just the stories — it was the humming in the background of 
isolation and loneliness. Lola never once talked about a particular friend or someone special 
when she narrated her stories to Elle. How hard it must have been to spend her days as an 
outsider, only to start all over again at another school and experience ‘Groundhog Day’ in the 
same friendless world. How sad it was for Lola to always remain the outsider, meeting no one 
who would take time away from their “normative colonial relations” (Kiang, 2016, p. 145) to 
cultivate a friendship with the ‘new girl.’  
Lola’s arm is getting tired. The teacher is ignoring her, her bladder is fit to burst. It is 
really hurting now.  
Eventually, with an exasperated sigh the teacher asks, “Yes. Lola, what do you 
want?” 
“I need to go to the bathroom.” 
“No, you will have to wait. You are already behind everyone else in the class I can’t 
have you going off to the toilet every five minutes.” 
That is unfair, Lola thinks fleetingly, she hasn’t asked to go to the toilet all day. She 
can hardly sit still now.  
“Oh my God, oh my God.” she squeezes her eyes shut and tries to put pressure on 
that area where the wee comes from by twisting her pelvis on the bench seat to stop it coming 
out. Then it happens. 
She leaves the classroom to the sound of murmuring children. Murmuring about her, 
she thinks. Her humiliation is complete now. No one comes to her aid, no one asks her if she 
is all right. She has nothing left to lose at this hateful school they all call ‘the tin school’. It is 
called that because it is made of corrugated iron. Tin roof, tin walls and freezing throughout. 
A relic left over from the war era in England and a truly hateful place. It has no radiators 
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and you are not allowed inside during lunches. You have to shiver and stand out in the snow, 
and sleet, and ice, and rain. 
After school, Lola picks up the largest rock she can find and hurls it through the 
classroom window. She wonders if her wee is still on the floor. She doesn’t really care 
because she knows she is not going back there. Next year is secondary school anyway. She 
won’t ever see these kids again. 
 
Lola was expelled from that school for venting her frustration at a system that 
constantly failed to connect with her on so many levels. Not least was her inability to form 
relationships with the students or the teachers. She never felt accepted as ‘one of them,’ 
always feeling the outsider. Could this happen today? Quite possibly a teacher might refuse a 
child permission to leave the room, but in all her years of teaching Elle has never heard of an 
eleven-year-old child wetting the floor of a classroom. And if it did happen, what then? The 
child would be bundled up and looked after. Cleaned up, parents contacted, apologies made. 
Connections on many levels — the discursive practices of our time, where the system is held 
to account by parents and community to a much greater degree than it was in Lola’s time. 
Throughout his work, Foucault expresses a keen interest in the technologies of the 
self. Rather than considering the technologies of domination, he is more interested in “the 
interaction between oneself and others and in the technologies of individual domination, the 
history of how an individual acts upon himself in the technology of the self … This contact 
between the technologies of domination of others and those of the self I call governmentality” 
(Foucault, 1972, p. 19).  
Clearly, in Foucauldian terms, since the attempts to dominate her ended badly, Lola 
did not allow herself to be governed. She was also unable to act upon herself so as to become 
a part of the school norm — which she desperately wanted to become. This meant any 
resistance on her part often resulted in her becoming embroiled in repressive power relations. 
Her attempts to use friendship relations to constitute herself as a subject acting on others 
ended in her becoming the object of control. She was locked into the only category available 
at that time, a category created through the discursive practices of the historical period — she 
was the ‘stupid girl.’ Dyslexia was not a known condition and, so, not available to her as a 
school child. Even her family thought she was stupid. “My nickname [at home] was ‘retard’”, 
Lola told Elle with an embarrassed smile. Her family even made fun of the way she 
mispronounced words. At this point, Lola was at pains to assure Elle that these names had no 
ill intent, it was all good natured and a “bit of a laugh”. At school her categories were ‘low 
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intellect,’ ‘lazy,’ ‘naughty,’ and, to her classmates, ‘stupid.’ This was a very different school 
experience from Molly’s and Lawrence’s, as they were able to use the school’s power 
productively, to their own advantage. It is possible that the friendships they formed also 
enabled their school success through creating ways of utilising this power to discard their 
category of ‘learning difficulties’.  
Certainly, for Molly and Lawrence, there seemed to be a high degree of social 
competence and acceptance by and of their peers and their teachers by the time they were in 
the senior years of schooling and they needed her support less often. However, Molly chose 
to drop a subject and attend tutorials in the Learning Support room, until the end of Year 12.  
Lawrence attended more sporadically, when he needed help and advice. Both young people 
seemed happy to allow themselves to be normalised as students who were succeeding at 
school. However, the school system also objectivated them as ‘students with learning 
difficulties’, an identity they both rejected to a certain degree. This label sat more 
comfortably with Molly than it did with Lawrence. Elle believed that his attempts to change 
this identity was a contributing factor to her seeing much less of him in the Years 11 and 12. 
As Lawrence disclosed to Elle, he was not always comfortable and happy in the 
school. According to him, he only gained acceptance late in primary school life and only after 
becoming involved with sport. Molly also was (and, like Lawrence, still is) very sporty. Elle 
saw that there could be a connection between being good at sport and being socially accepted 
— everyone likes a winner, don’t they? Perhaps being sporty brought with it strategies for 
school success. Elle thought she should look deeper into the influence sport success has on 
school success. But first, she knew she had to make clear what the term, ‘school success.’ 
really meant. 
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Chapter 5: A history of the present: notions of literacy and school success 
 
Once Elle had completed her conversations with Molly and Lawrence, she realised that her 
idea of school success was not quite right. She had assumed that, because Lawrence and 
Molly had begun high school unable able to read or write at the level expected for high 
school (i.e., with poor print literacy) and had then finished high school with a Year 12 pass 
(QCE – Queensland Certificate of Education), they must now be print literate. She equated 
school success with academic success and had initially interchanged the terms, but she now 
realised that the term school success was much deeper and broader than just academic 
success.  
More and more she was realising that these two students had achieved their success at 
school through multifaceted means, and not just by improving their ability to read and write. 
Indeed, they had improved their print literacy skills but not to the point that Elle had 
expected. They still struggled with reading and writing: 
“I never look at the internet, there is just too much there; it’s too confusing,” 
Lawrence told Elle. 
“I avoid having to write as much as possible. If I have to write for work, I get my 
partner to do that bit — she understands that I don’t like writing,” Molly said. 
So, Elle wondered, did this mean that they were literate in other ways? She realised 
that she needed to define the term ‘school success’ and that the word ‘success’ on its own 
opened a very large can of worms into which she did not want to delve. So, she needed to put 
limits on the term. She only wanted to define school success in terms of what it meant to her 
and the actors in her storied research: from the perspective of two young adults, a high school 
teacher and teacher’s aide in the 21st century in a Queensland country school. 
So, what does this term mean to me? Elle thought. Initially, she had thrown the words 
around without much thought. Okay, the two young adults she invited to have conversations 
with her had finished Year 12 and achieved a QCE. To achieve a QCE you must read and 
write for exams, assignments, homework and study. This was really as far as she had thought. 
To her, the students were, therefore, ‘successful’. She realised how, as a teacher, she was 
wholly immersed in the concept of success for all her students. To be a success is to achieve a 
QCE, and to achieve a QCE requires a certain level of proficiency with print literacy. Along 
with every other teacher she beats the drum to the rhythm of a beat that impels students to 
strive for one kind of success — a QCE in Year 12 as the minimal achievement, and a place 
in a tertiary institution or a position in the workforce being the ultimate achievement.  
 
 
79 
 
The meaning of success for Molly and Lawrence 
To Molly and Lawrence, it was clear from their conversations that success at school meant 
passing their subjects so that they finished Year 12 with a certificate. Interestingly, though, 
when Elle mentioned in the focus group conversation that they had both attained a QCE, in 
unison they both asked, “What’s that?” Elle had to laugh to herself at how ironic it is that, as 
a teacher, she is highly motivated to ensure students finish their Year 12 with a QCE, and 
here were these two young adults, four years after achieving this milestone, with no idea 
about what it was called. And Elle knew they weren’t the only ones; many employers in the 
local area don’t know the term either. What Molly and Lawrence do recall, however, is that 
they passed Year 12. 
But there was something not quite right about this assumption that if you achieve a 
QCE then you are proficient in literacy, Elle realised. Yes, they had achieved a QCE, and yes, 
they were both continuing with their education and working, but after her conversations she 
realised that, still, neither Molly nor Lawrence were comfortable with print literacy. BOOM! 
It was a moment of sudden and terrible revelation. Her surface thinking was all about getting 
students print literate, and when she had first decided to do further research, her focus was all 
about how well (or not) the reading and comprehension programme worked at her school. 
But this was not really what she was doing each day as a Learning Support teacher. Yes, she 
built up students’ skills in print literacy at every opportunity, but she also supported 
struggling readers in making the most of those other forms of literacy with which they were 
comfortable. She tried hard to make connections between their school literacies and their out 
of school literacies (Hinchman, Alvermann, Boyd, Brozo, & Vacca, 2003) so that they would 
feel a connection to the school. She realised how off track her thinking had become with her 
practice. For years she had been fixated on a kind of propaganda, where she unquestioningly 
followed the party line of the school and state education department. She believed, 
unwaveringly, that to ensure her students who struggled to read could access the power 
relations of the school she needed first to build their skills of print literacy. In such a narrow 
focus, she lost sight of what she was doing in her day to day practice, which was to encourage 
her students to find alternative technologies of self, such as oral and visual literacies and the 
use of assistive technology to mitigate their struggles with printed text. She saw, daily, how 
confidence can build through these small successes, successes which were only recently 
possible in the modern school system. She felt sorry for Lola who was only rarely allowed 
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the pleasure and the confidence boost of a success that came about from using an alternative 
form of literacy. At this point, Elle began to question her long held beliefs that success was 
all about being proficient in print literacy and not much else. She thought back to part of a 
conversation between Lawrence and Molly in their group conversation that gave Elle pause:  
“Now we are out in the real world we realise there are a lot more people that are like 
[us].” Lawrence observed, turning to Molly to see if she agreed. 
“Yep,” nodded Molly. “People always struggle with something.” 
“In a small school you see a lot of smart kids and then the average kids but out in the 
real world you see there are not many smart people out there, out in the world at all,” 
Lawrence observed.  
It seemed to Elle that Molly and Lawrence were finding the print literacy demands of 
work and living in the community easier than when they were at school. Elle reflected back 
to her memory of Amelia, who had innocently asked “Who will help me do this when I 
leave?” Elle had felt devastated to realise her failure in the face of so much effort, but now 
she wondered about Amelia who had moved to west Queensland to work with horses. 
Perhaps she, too, was finding the real world of literacy far easier to negotiate than school 
literacy.  
Elle’s understanding of school success 
Elle will always consider it vital for students to cope with printed text, as it is an important 
tool for living in our community. Where I had it wrong, she thought, was the importance I 
gave print literacy to the detriment of all other modes. But, after thinking some more, Elle 
realised that, although her focus is primarily on the skill of reading and writing, in actual fact, 
she is building literacy success in many ways. When she thought deeply about the meaning of 
success for her students it dawned on her that being proficient with print literacy was only a 
small part of what it meant to some students to be successful at school. Her experiences 
taught her that when a young person feels included, cared for and safe, only then can learning 
happen. Every day at school she strived to create an inclusive environment where ‘success’ 
came in many forms — making friends, participating in different aspects of the school, 
having a voice, feeling valued by the adults in the school, leaning to cope with change. For 
some, success meant simply turning up to school instead of staying home because they often 
felt anxious at school. For others, it was about learning to read, yes — but not learning how 
to read the printed word. Rather, it was about learning to read other people — their emotions, 
their humour, their intent.  
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Elle immersed herself in the writings of scholars on the notion of school success. Her 
long held beliefs were validated as she read time and time again how our own literacy 
practices shape who we are allowed to be (Gee, 2012; Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996; Luke, 
1993, 1995; Street, 1994a). Yes, she reflected, that is what I thought, and it is true; but when I 
think about Molly, Lawrence and Lola, I see a counternarrative of other practices shaping 
who we are allowed to be. 
Not for the first time, Elle realised how, by taking time off to study and allowing 
herself the luxury of reflection on her practice, she was only just beginning to learn about 
herself as a teacher. For years she had just done her work, feeling, rather than thinking, what 
was right for the students. Like most teachers, she was too busy to do too much thinking.  
Elle suspected that the reason she put so much store on the importance of building 
print literacy skills was because of her own school experience in the 1970s and her initial 
inculcation as a beginning teacher. I need to look deeper into this, she thought. She decided 
that she should start with the 1970s and work forward to Molly’s and Lawrence’s era. 
 But first, she wanted to get an idea of what Monsieur Foucault on the bus would have 
told her about his thoughts on success had she the foresight to ask. So, she turned her focus to 
Foucault’s interviews and writings on discourse to interrogate his understanding of the term. 
If she were to put a Foucauldian slant on the discourse of success, Elle thought it would best 
be described as a discursive field upon which a number of institutions have a strong 
influence. These would include government, the church and the media (Weedon, 2004).  
On that bus, Monsieur Foucault, posited that our lived world is structured by 
knowledge, but as he was clear to point out to Elle, which knowledges are valued by a society 
is historically and culturally dependent. This means that particular social groups create and 
communicate ideas about our world, which under certain conditions turn into unchallenged 
truths and start to seem normal. The communications of these ideas are our discursive 
practices, and it is these practices that effect historical change (Foucault, 1977a). Within the 
term ‘school success,’ Elle expected to find discourses that constrain the production of 
knowledge and difference and some that enable emergent new knowledges and differences. 
Elle wondered how some discourses remain visible, how some voices get heard whilst others 
are silenced. In their conversation as they journeyed up the west coast of the U.S., Monsieur 
Foucault had told Elle that practices of freedom, where one can stand up and say, ‘this is me, 
this is how I do things, and this is normal,’ will only be successful under certain conditions. 
We are constrained by our cultural and historical norms to the extent that our practices of 
freedom must be formed in the relationship between power, knowledge and the individual.  
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Defining the discourses 
Elle thought about Molly and Lawrence, and how successful their practices of freedom were 
compared to Lola’s experience back in the 1970s. Discursive practices provide the conditions 
for the creation of certain discourses. As cultural and historical contexts affect which 
discursive practices are accepted, in order to understand the past and current discursive 
formations of school success Elle needed to trace the historical development of the way this 
phenomenon has been understood in our culture.  
Finally, I think I am getting somewhere, she thought. Elle knew that Foucault believed 
that within discursive practice lie varied meanings of ‘discourse.’ He focuses on three main 
uses (Foucault, 1972). The first refers to discourse as all spoken and written texts that have 
meaning and generate an effect of some kind in the real world. In this application of the term 
Elle would consider her conversations with her actors and the ways in which she interacts 
with others while she is at school. Secondly, discourse can be described as groups of 
statements concerned with the same phenomenon, such as ‘school success.’ It is here that Elle 
expects to see the effects of time and context on meaning, firstly in the 1970s and then later 
in the early 21st century. Thirdly, discourse can be expressed as the unwritten rules, structures 
and regulated practices that produce the spoken words and texts described in the first 
application of discourse (Markula & Pringle, 2006). Upon reading these words, Elle flashed 
back to her first conversation with Molly at the start of her research. This way of 
understanding discourse is what we least think about; and yet it is what is happening behind 
the scenes of every encounter. 
 Elle led Molly into the room. She felt very nervous. She felt that she really had no 
idea what she was doing even though she did have an idea of what questions she wanted to 
weave into their conversation. She looked at Molly and thought, this girl still sees me as 
someone who confidently knows what she is doing; I am still the teacher, even though she has 
left school. Elle felt a complete fraud. She asked Molly to sit down. Immediately she felt 
aware that since they were sitting opposite each other, at a school desk, in a room where 
Molly had worked as a student, she had already set up some kind of power imbalance. She 
had wanted to avoid this by doing ‘walking interviews’ but it was not possible due to timing 
issues. Instead they sat awkwardly, feeling like teacher and student again. Elle could feel the 
tension coming from Molly and looked back into those wide, clear blue eyes seemingly 
unchanged from when she was in Year 8. Elle was at a loss to create a comfortable, warm and 
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friendly atmosphere, between two equals; it just felt too much like being at school with all the 
expectations of acting like a teacher, of acting like a student. 
Elle thought some more about this third use of discourse, where we live our lives 
according to some esoteric set of rules that none of us has actually seen but we all know is 
out there, surveiling how we are in the world. She likened it to a double-edged sword, 
because this kind of discourse can either articulate clearly, or it can obscure — it all depends 
on the agenda, as Monsieur Foucault mentioned on the bus, of those utilising the asymmetric 
power of the school. 
 In her teaching practice as a Learning Support teacher, Elle often observed teachers 
applying what they thought were the truths of their profession. She remembered how quickly 
some classroom teachers would assume that a student in the high school who cannot read or 
cannot spell is unintelligent. This is a discourse that comes from a linear assumption, an 
unwritten and not uncommon belief, and a regime of truth that if a person has not mastered 
basic literacy skills by the start of high school then that person will not be able to understand 
most things. Instead of considering new pedagogies and modifying the mode of teaching to 
accommodate the student, the teacher might unwittingly set up the student to not be 
successful by expecting them to complete assessments using print literacy skills — skills the 
student lacks. The result is generally a failing grade for the student, which reinforces the 
teachers’ assumptions. More than once she has heard a teacher say, “If they can’t read and 
write well, then they will never succeed in the real world.” And part of Elle, initially, felt this 
to be true because without this skill how can anyone develop a relationship with the power 
associated with it? Molly and Lawrence soon showed Elle the flaws of this reasoning. 
It does not matter that the teachers do not intend to cause negative outcomes for 
students struggling with print literacy. The teacher has made a judgement according to the 
constraints of this discourse’s regime of truth. The consequences of this can be catastrophic 
for a student’s path through school, particularly if the student’s own subjectivity already has a 
negative sense of self through the multiple other discourses already affecting the young 
person. Elle noted that neither Molly nor Lawrence had a negative sense of self 
Another powerful discourse more prevalent in the twentieth century than today is the 
assumption that there is a difference between girls’ and boys’ abilities, and thus in literacy 
and numeracy. In previous decades, when students selected subjects at school there was an 
underlying assumption that, generally, boys are better at more scientific orientated subjects 
than girls and, generally, girls were better at reading and writing. This discourse appears to be 
mainly specific to our Western culture, as girls in countries of many non-Western countries 
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are entering mathematics courses at the same rate as boys (Reilly, 2012). In her book, 
Counting girls out, Walkerdine (1998) tackles the discourses around the gendered 
misconception that girls do not do as well as boys in science and mathematics, such as beliefs 
that women are irrational, illogical, and too emotional to be any good at mathematics. Such 
claims about the female mind were accepted structures of a dominant discourse in Western 
cultures, and Elle believed vestiges of these structures remain with us in education today. 
Similarly, there is a dominant discourse around the causes of poorer outcomes for boys in 
literacy — not enough male role models, feminising of the curriculum, boys are attracted to 
more technical subjects, sport takes time away from reading, and so on (Weaver-Hightower, 
2003). 
Elle reflected that, although Molly could not read or spell well, she enjoyed maths and 
entered maths above the level needed for her future career path simply because she enjoyed 
the subject.  
“I was always good at maths” said Molly, proudly.  
Elle sensed that Molly held no feelings of being an unsuitable fit for mathematics 
study because she is a girl, and she did not think of herself as unintelligent because she did 
not read or spell well. Certainly, neither of these discourses held sway over Molly.  
Elle thought about her own attitude to maths when she was at school. I remember not 
feeling confident, feeling like I wasn’t quite up to the challenge of maths. Then, in a Year 10 
class, my teacher approached me and asked if she could use my method for working out a 
maths problem to show the class another way of working that she (the teacher) hadn’t 
thought of. I felt so very proud and the confidence boost this gave me made a great deal of 
difference to how I thought about maths from that point on. Did I ever feel like my efforts 
would not be as good as a boy’s? I didn’t think so, but then I attended an all-girl school and I 
lived in a female dominated household, so perhaps that meant, for my experience, the 
comparison to boys was irrelevant. She could not deny, though, that she had felt this attitude 
from time to time during her teaching career. She tried to focus on where it came from, but 
the source eluded her; it was just there in the atmosphere, like something that wafts past and 
you get a sense of it but cannot determine its source. Is this then the unwritten rules, 
structures and regulated practices of Foucault’s third description of discourse?  
So, Elle asked herself, what does it mean to me when I consider success at school? It 
was clear to Elle that the term success is a loaded word, a word that can be easily 
manipulated to suit anyone’s purpose. Elle remembered Monsieur Foucault telling her that he 
struggled at school and she knew that he had failed the competitive exam for entry into public 
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school. Later, his doctoral thesis was rejected on its first submission in 1958, and it was not 
until 1961 that is was accepted. This did not stop him, however, from becoming one of 
France’s most notable philosophers. 
Discourse then, as groups of statements, define the practices that we engage in our 
everyday lives. But it is the discursive practices, which are shaped by cultural and historical 
contexts that provide the meaning and function of these discourses. The understanding of the 
term ‘school success’ in the 1970s could therefore be quite different in the 21st century. How 
have beliefs about gender and learning difficulties changed over the last three or four 
decades? To examine this, Foucault says we must identify what are the objects (the topics for 
knowing about school success), the enunciations (how the objects of school success are 
talked about, in what statements or reports), the concepts and theories (what concepts or 
theories about school success emerge from the enunciations) that inform a particular 
discursive practice (Foucault, 1972), such as school success in our Western culture. 
 
Changing discourses 
Elle thought it a good idea to construct a concept map for those objects, enunciations and 
concepts that had an impact on her limited sphere of knowledge as a practitioner (Figure 1). 
She could then see how these objects, enunciations and concepts related to each other in their 
specific historical context of Lola’s 1970s and the early 21st century of Molly and Lawrence. 
By doing this, she could see how the knowledge she had gleaned as a teacher affected her 
perspective. No doubt there were many other enunciations during these two periods, but Elle 
was only interested in those discourses that had impacted her world view at the time.  
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 1: Changing discourses that have affected the notion of school success over time 
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First, Elle researched the education policies and types of discourses shaping the 
period in which both she and Lola attended high school. To narrow the scope, she focused 
mainly on dominant discourses around the meaning of literacy and governmental literacy 
expectations. To do this, she needed a clearer picture of what literacy really is. Up until the 
start of her research, she had equated literacy with the skills of decoding, encoding and 
comprehension. Although aware of other literacies, these held less importance for her 
because she was focused on getting her students reading at the same level as their peers. At 
the start of her research, Elle defined struggling readers as those students who were not 
reading at the level required for high school. They did not understand their year level texts 
and often operated at around Year 5 or below, according to the Neale Analysis of Reading 
(1999), a ‘point in time’ test that allowed the school to track students’ basic reading and 
comprehension progress from the beginning of Year 7 to the end of Year 8. Looking back, 
she realised how simplistic her view of her world was — I am so black and white, she 
thought. 
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Notions of literacy 
According to Barton (2007), the word ‘literacy’ only appears in dictionaries from the mid-
1920s onwards, unlike its counterpart ‘illiteracy,’ which dates back to the early 1800s. 
Barton’s research found that the early dictionary definition of literacy was merely “being able 
to read and write” or “educated” (p. 20). Since then the concept of literacy has grown and 
morphed into something far more complex and dynamic. Knobel (2001) claims that schools 
must now embrace what many researchers call ‘New Times,’ preparing students to deal with 
the social costs of globalisation, cultural loss and family fragmentation. What students need 
to learn to maximise their life chances is very different from what they needed to learn in the 
past.  
In her reading, Elle found that there seemed to be as many explanations of literacy as 
there are academics trying to pin down the concept. But she thought Freebody (2007) 
summed it up best: “There is no ‘neutral space’ in which literacy can be generically defined 
for all practical purposes” (p. 12). In other words, literacy is affected constantly by context, 
by the social setting in which it is produced. 
The definition of literacy that resonated most strongly with Elle was the Four 
Resources model proposed by Freebody and Luke (1990). She loved this approach because it 
acknowledged the importance of explicitly teaching the code of printed text, but it is so much 
more than that. It encompasses the use of whole language to understand text, to make 
meaning using text, to use text critically, and to apply practical applications of texts to all 
forms of life. Freebody and Luke acknowledge that literacy practices are part of the social 
makeup of our culture and so are really only useful taken in context. Texts are never neutral 
(Kenway, Willis, Blackmore, & Rennie, 1994; Luke, 2018a; Luke & Freebody, 2000). Luke 
and Freebody (2000) propose that effective literacy draws on four ‘practices’ – code breaker, 
text participant, text user and text analyst, all of which are all necessary but not individually 
sufficient. These four practices usually happen concurrently, in context, where appropriate.  
Elle really liked that Luke and Freebody (1999) saw effective literacy as drawing on a 
variety of practices allowing learners to develop their skills as they engage in reading and 
writing activities. Their model, which represents a combination of different approaches and 
thereby different emphases, grew out of their investigation into the history of teaching 
reading. Looking to Cope and Kalantzis (2012), who discuss four paradigmatic approaches to 
literacy pedagogy that correspond to the four resources described by Luke and Freebody, Elle 
thought that this definitely showed that there was a body of work that supports and 
encourages what was really happening in classrooms, that is, a mixed approach to the 
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teaching of reading. The terms Cope and Kalantzis (2012) use are: didactic literacy pedagogy 
(code breaking), authentic literacy pedagogy (text participation), functional literacy pedagogy 
(using texts in appropriate ways) and critical literacies pedagogy (text analysis). 
Freebody and Luke (1990, 2003) maintain that only with a model that encompasses a 
broad range of literacy can we avoid limiting our students’ capabilities through focusing only 
narrowly on reading as a skill. The decoding of text is very limited unless background 
knowledge, context and cultural nuances are made explicit — that is, literacy cannot be 
separated from the world in which we live. Many scholars make this observation in their 
research (e.g. Luke, Dooley, & Woods, 2011; Pearson, Hansen, & Gordon, 1979; Reynolds, 
Taylor, Steffensen, Shirey, & Anderson, 1982; Scarborough, Neuman, & Dickinson, 2009). 
Although Elle agreed with this point of view, she could not see how to teach decoding in the 
context of the curriculum to high school students who could not read simple words. The time 
involved for a teacher in a class of more than twenty-five diverse learners, did not seem 
feasible, even with the best differentiation pedagogy. Today, more than in any other time that 
Elle can remember in her teaching career, the pressure on teachers to rush through an 
overcrowded curriculum is all-consuming. Every day she has conversations with teachers 
who complain that they have no time to teach deeply. So how could we ever expect a teacher 
to take the time to teach how our words are constructed to a struggling reader? This was the 
reason, the driving force that pushed her towards the explicit teaching of reading as a stand-
alone subject in her school. 
 However, Elle was beginning to understand more deeply that literacy was a general 
description for the ability to engage with the social world in which we live. Being literate in 
the world includes being able to interpret signs and symbols, whether it is in print, visual, 
aural, oral or physical form — basically being able to ‘read the world’ around you (Freire & 
Macedo, 1987). Within this broad definition lies a myriad of skills and processes that make a 
person literate. 
If ‘reading the world’ is accepted as a broad definition for literacy, it is clearer how 
the concept of ‘literacy’ differs from the concept of ‘reading and writing skills’. These skills 
are important components of the broader definition of literacy — to read and write in the 
context of our socio-cultural world, one needs to grasp the skills of print literacy. Elle 
assumed that this was essential if one wanted to succeed in a mass schooling system. Without 
the ability to engage the world through print literacy, a person is excluded from the power 
that comes with participating fully in all facets of society. In our Australia, reading and 
writing competently are essential tools for full engagement as citizens. As Freebody and Luke 
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(2003) point out, even those literacies that do not require the direct use of print literacy can 
require the “kinds of thinking, analysis, and conceptualisation affiliated with print training” 
(p.54). 
 It was when Elle read Barton, Hamilton, and Ivanic (1994) that she understood the 
importance of definitions of literacy. These scholars define ‘basic’ literacy as the initial 
learning of reading and writing that those who have never been to school need to go through, 
whereas ‘functional’ literacy is the level of reading and writing needed for a person to cope in 
the modern world — the difference being that, although a person may have a basic level of 
literacy, they may need a different level to live and function in the world. Young people in 
high school who struggle to read are similar to adults who cannot read, in that they have 
experienced years of disadvantage through exclusion and alienation from a literate world. 
Elle firmly believed that the code-breaking resources required to achieve this ‘basic’ literacy 
(mastery of the alphabet, the relationship between the letter and the range of sounds 
associated with that letter, fluency and automaticity in word recognition, a wide vocabulary) 
are essential, structural requirements that must be grasped before other high school literacies, 
so as to allow access to what Rouse (2005) refers to as the dominant discursive practices of 
our hegemonic social order. Only then are we allowed access to power transactions that 
matter in the school.  
Therefore, it could be argued that a person who reads the world in a fully literate way 
can only do so if that person is, firstly, a good decoder. Elle could see that this position is 
directly opposed to Freebody and Luke’s insistence that the model be non-hierarchical 
(Honan, 2010). However, they do argue that, as with other complex, culturally determined 
tasks, learners need distinct spaces for acquiring and practicing these domains, as well as 
ample room to practice their integration in meaningful events (Luke & Freebody, 1999). Elle 
was also aware that decoding is only the beginning of the mastery of print literacy; it is no 
more than a doorway to full engagement as socially connected text participants, users and 
analysts (Freebody & Luke, 1990). She always remembered Lankshear’s (1998) warning not 
to make successful readers the goal but the starting point for further literacy growth.  
Thus, from her experiences with employing a Direct Instruction programme at her 
school, Elle had found that there is quite a polarisation around the notion of literacy — what 
it is, how it should be taught and its power in our society. This same polarity was reflected in 
her research. Some literacy education texts focus solely on a phonics/explicit skills based 
approach to teaching reading (e.g. Cadzow, 2003; Flesch, 1966; Hempenstall, 2005; Moats, 
2000), while others argue that a ‘whole language’ approach is the best way to teach reading 
 
 
90 
(e.g. Allington, 2002; Altwerger, Edelsky, & Flores, 1987; Goodman, 2005; Smith, 2004); 
others advocate a functional approach (e.g.Christie, 2000; Christie & Martin, 2005; Halliday, 
1990); and others yet again a critical approach (e.g.Knobel & Healy, 1998; Lankshear, 1998). 
This is purely theoretical positioning, Elle surmised because, through all her years of 
teaching, she has never come across as a teacher of reading that relies solely on one method. 
Elle reflected on her own experiences. The Direct Instruction programme she used did 
focus on decoding, encoding and comprehension of text. It had a strong phonics component. 
But this programme ran three times a week for thirty-five minutes and, seen in the bigger 
picture, complemented all the other literacies taking place across the school’s curricula. 
Pragmatics meant that, although the ideal would be for each teacher to teach decoding as the 
need arose in context, this was not possible in the high school setting. Elle felt comfortable 
with her school’s approach to teaching reading as she knew the only other option was to do 
nothing in terms of decoding and let most students try to figure it out for themselves while 
the lucky ones got help from the Learning Support teachers — a method she knew only too 
well to be very inefficient because there wasn’t enough time in the school day to help all 
those that needed to be helped. 
Elle was very torn. She was torn between wanting to teach reading and writing in the 
way that Luke and Freebody outline as the Four Resources Model (Luke & Freebody, 2000) 
and knowing, from her individual experience, that decoding for a young person who still 
cannot read in high school needs to be intensive and autonomous (Street, 1994b, 1998, 2005). 
In his work on what he terms the New Literacy Studies, Street divides the theories of 
teaching reading into two models that he terms as either ‘ideological’ or ‘autonomous.’ The 
autonomous model of reading is one which stands outside of social context. Elle felt that her 
school’s literacy programme would be this type of model, as the common notion of 
phonics/skills-based instruction falls into this category. An autonomous model of literacy 
assumes that improved literacy will lead to improved social status, economic wealth, greater 
equality and, of course, higher cognitive skills. However, Street, like Luke and Freebody 
(1997, 2000), proposes that the nature of language and literacy is essentially ideological — it 
is a social practice and, within this social practice, there is a dialogic process involving an 
ongoing negotiation by the participants of making and taking meaning from language. This 
model encompasses the ideas of whole language instruction.  
The reality is that teachers are pragmatists — they utilise the most effective means to 
ensure their students understand. They know that what works for one child might not work 
for another, so it makes sense to use a variety of methods. Elle’s dilemma was that, although 
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decoding does take place in classes across the curriculum, along with using and analysing 
text, it happens mainly at the level of the expected literacy ability for that class. This means 
that a student who is still struggling to read or spell the word ‘they’ will not cope with the 
mental leap to a word like ‘triceratops’ in a science class, or the word ‘militia’ in a history 
class. 
Elle wanted her students to have the opportunity to break the mould of the poverty 
cycle through creating access to the flow of power in her school. The printed word was, she 
believed, one way to access that power, and from there, finding school success. Only then, 
Elle believed, can a person have all the opportunities available in the community. But Gee 
(2012) and Gee et al. (1996) describe the long held belief that the power of literacy to enable 
a person to fully participate in the world, to have sceptical and questioning attitudes, to think 
rationally, critically and analytically, to have greater access to wealth and economic stability, 
might be nothing more than a literacy myth.  
Gee and his fellow researchers (Gee, 2012; Gee et al., 1996) believe the role of 
literacy is far more complex, as it is interwoven with the fabric of society and its politics. 
Thus, merely ensuring a student can read will not necessarily help that student to change the 
direction of his or her life’s trajectory. In fact, some argue that the ways we teach literacy in 
schools serve to maintain the status quo, reinforcing the desired class structure by extending 
some and limiting others with a politically designed pedagogy that controls social order 
(Graff, 1979). This is what Monsieur Foucault told Elle about on the bus. Institutions have 
their own methods of freezing the relations of power so that those relations advantage only 
certain desirable types. This is particularly pertinent at the present time with discourse 
enunciations such as the enforced national curriculum and NAPLAN, systems which affect 
community knowledges by denying teachers the freedom to tailor their teaching to the local 
context of their students. This really worried Elle: was that what she was doing by promoting 
a skills-based literacy programme — limiting her students to a status quo of lives mapped out 
before they are lived? And was she unwittingly contributing to asymmetric power relations? 
No. She decided that the reading and comprehension programme was only a small part of the 
literacy learning at her school so that meant that there was ample opportunity to experience 
all aspects of the literacy concept put forward by Luke and Freebody (2000). 
 
 
 
92 
Literacy politics  
Elle decided that the whole language versus phonics teaching of reading was merely a 
distraction, anyway, from what was really going on. The fuel for this debate goes far beyond 
the pedagogy of the classroom. As Luke (1998) suggests, the success or failure of literacy 
programmes in schools also depends on other economic and social factors, including access 
to basic forms of economic and social capital. Elle knows, for example, the frustration felt by 
teachers and students alike when textbooks cannot be given to students because the parents 
cannot or choose not to pay the fees. Elle’s school does its best with the resources allocated 
but technology does not last long and requires regular replacement. This is getting harder to 
do in a climate of economic rationalism. As Snyder (2008) laments, there is a growing gap 
between young people who attend well-resourced private schools and those who attend 
poorly resourced state schools. Elle laments the growing gap between what is taught in 
private schools (with their emphasis on teaching more than just literacy and numeracy) and 
what is taught in the state system (with the narrowing of the curriculum to the point where it 
is all about literacy and numeracy and not much else). 
The notion that the types of literacy taught in schools contributes to a person’s 
economic opportunities was put forward by Verne (1975) over forty years ago. Although he 
wrote about literacy as a whole, Elle could see that it is possible to limit a person’s 
opportunities through the types of literacy experiences offered:  
 
[Literacy] serves the purposes of ideological inculcation … for the inculcation of 
industrial ideology, along with sharpening the appetite for individual advancement 
and, finally, domesticating the working class to the industrial ethos (Verne, 1975, 
p. 16). 
 
Upon reading this, Elle wondered if the reading and comprehension programme in her school 
was directing groups of young people down certain life pathways. Was she responsible for 
perpetuating this form of governmentality by focusing largely on print literacy? 
The real purpose of literacy instruction has not changed much, if at all, over the last 
40 years. Elle remembers well the years of the Howard government when money was 
pumped into the private sector and many students moved to private schools. Within a decade, 
the heterogeneous mix of abilities and socio-economic status that was the norm in all state 
schools and which was celebrated by all, was replaced with a mostly homogeneous group of 
struggling students from struggling families. At the time, Elle wondered why the government 
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wanted to separate our communities like that. Perhaps the agenda was not so different from 
previous generations. Cream off the top, give them an education commensurate with their 
future career paths, and leave those students with the least access to the basic forms of 
economic and social capital to be controlled and manipulated by top-down decision making 
through high stakes testing and controlled curriculum programming. However, Snyder (2008) 
holds not only the Coalition government of the early 21st century responsible for making 
literacy part of the “political lexicon” (p. 214), but also holds the media to account for its 
relentless attack on literacy teachers. A perceived inadequacy in the basic literacy skills of the 
reading, spelling and grammar of our students has become a euphemism for all that is wrong 
with education and with educators. This, Elle now realised, is how our school has been 
‘regulated’ by the system. One of Foucault’s ‘regimes of truth,’ namely Elle’s attempt to 
improve the reading ability of her students, is shaped by the cry for a ‘back to basics’ style of 
education. 
Gee et al. (1996) believe that, even if we focus on critical literacies as supported by 
Australian education departments from the 1990s onwards, it is still not enough. They 
propose a hidden agenda, under the guise of a modern, 21st century workplace, where 
workers experience greater democracy and empowerment through a more equal distribution 
of knowledge. This engenders greater respect for diversity and work that is more meaningful 
and rewarding. They reason that, working against this new work order is a coalition of 
educators, big business and psychologists, all of whom aim to preserve the status quo rather 
than help to create this new work order. This aligns with Foucault’s theory of biopower, 
which refers to ‘knowledges and discourses used to bring about the production and 
management of a state’s human resources’ ((Schirato et al., 2012, p. iv). Such power is used 
to regulate and control the human subject (Schirato et al., 2012). Okay, Elle thought, but isn’t 
it easier for a young person in the institution of the school, where print literacy pervades all 
learning, to be the counternarrative that bucks this status quo if she has access to the relation 
of power that flows through the use of printed text? Or is it that Molly and Lawrence tapped 
into a relation of power that belonged to an emerging counternarrative that was in the 
process of becoming part of the grand narrative? Where once, when summative assessment 
was required, no modes of literacy other than print were deemed acceptable, schools and 
education departments are increasingly realising the validity of demonstrating knowledge 
through visual, oral and digital modes.  
There was a savviness about Molly and Lawrence that enabled them to perceive 
alternative paths to achieving their goals. While Elle was busy focusing on building their 
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print literacy skills, they were busy negotiating alternative forms of assessment that were 
beginning to be valued by the system. The first step to creating change through certain 
practices of freedom is to become aware that change is possible. Elle thought about Lola and 
how she had no opportunity to do this when she was in high school. Elle was reminded of 
what Monsieur Foucault had said to her on the bus - that not all technologies of the self allow 
a person to get free of dominant discourses. He also said that if students who struggle with 
the school system are able to problematise the limitations of their current identity, and if they 
think critically about how to be successful school students, only then can they engage in 
practices of freedom (Foucault, 1988a). This, Elle thought, was the standout difference 
between Lola, and Molly and Lawrence. Lola could not problematise her situation; she 
believed that everyone around her thought she was stupid, and she had no agency to think 
critically about how to become a successful student. Molly and Lawrence were able to do 
this; they were able to transform their identities to ‘successful students’. 
Elle was well aware of the alternative ways in which a student might present their 
knowledge. In fact, she was the person who often facilitated these modes with teachers. 
Nevertheless, she still didn’t sufficiently value these alternative strategies for the access they 
gave her students to the power relations of the school. On reflection, she supposed that it was 
because she was so comfortable with this kind of power relation that alternatives seemed, 
somehow, weaker paths to accessing power relations.  
From time to time, throughout the last century and into this century, Western societies 
experience what the media refer to as literacy crises. As previously mentioned, Gee et al. 
(1996) believe that these crises are brought about by a drive to maintain stasis rather than 
dynamic reform. Elle had been one of many teachers who believed this hype. Yet many 
literacy education scholars (e.g. Baumann, Hoffman, Moon, & Duffy-Hester, 1998; Gee et 
al., 1996; Graff, 1979; Pearson, 1996) argue that these crises are media and political 
fabrications. Internationally, Australian students are holding their own in literacy and have 
been ever since this international literacy tracking was initiated. What?! Cried Elle. But I see 
for myself how many students start high school unable to read or write to a basic level. How 
can this be right? When she thought about it, though, when she looked at the bigger picture 
and talked to her friends about it, she had to admit that she was working in a skewed part of 
education. It was, after all, her job to locate and target students struggling in the school 
system, so of course she would see more students with poor literacy than is truly 
representative of the wider population.  
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Apparently, a literacy crisis is a wonderful distraction at times of socio-economic 
upheaval (Gee, 2012; Green, Hodgens, & Luke, 1994; Sawyer & Watson, 1997; Snyder, 
2008). Green et al. (1994) describe literacy as acting as a ‘code word’ (p.6) for other anxieties 
and worries in public debate. Popkewitz and Brennan (1998) observe that ‘sovereignty 
power’, a form of power from on high, is enacted when government policies inform 
curriculum as a response to an orchestrated public outcry for a ‘back to basics’ approach to 
literacy. These reforms reinforce the stratification of our society in terms of race, gender and 
status. Elle realised that, as teachers, we enact these reforms, and so we become the tools of 
Foucault’s ‘biopower’ (Foucault, 1980), Through the specific knowledges we are required to 
teach, we unwittingly limit or enable our students according to what is valued, and so they 
become normalised.  
Elle found even more thought-provoking ideas in Gee (2012), who iterates that 
literacy is never politically neutral. He argues it is not so much the literacy that is taught in 
schools that has a lasting effect on the student, but what accompanies that literacy; the 
attitudes, the values, the beliefs, all of which are steeped in political, social and cultural 
agendas (p. 61). By valuing and teaching print literacy in the form of decoding, fluency and 
comprehension skills, Elle’s school reinforces the normalising effects of the political agenda 
to create bodies that value these skills and thus maintain the status quo. What worried her was 
that it all made sense. 
But Elle countered that the fact that literacy crises arise more from political agendas 
than from reality does not negate the real literacy crises she witnesses more locally for certain 
kinds of students (Durrant, 2012). These groups are made up of those who do not attend 
school on a regular basis, or those whose home literacies do not match those of the school 
system, or those whose cultural experiences do not prepare them for mass schooling 
(Freebody, 2007). Where once a child with poor print literacy could leave school in Year 8 
and get a job as a farm hand, as a brickie’s labourer or as a shop assistant, then work his or 
her way up through the ranks and perhaps become a manager or an employer, now you need a 
White Card, a Blue Card, and a Certificate II in Retail or Agricultural Studies just to get 
started. Graff (1979) writes about the blurred relationship between education and literacy. In 
the past illiteracy had been no impediment to financial and social success; instead, other 
determinants, such as gender, race, age or social class complicated this success. Cope and 
Kalantzis (2012) describe the requirements of our “new capitalism” (p. 45). In the past, 
industrial era employees worked under a formal hierarchy which stretched from boss to 
deskilled, illiterate worker. Now we are in a knowledge economy where the previous 
 
 
96 
structures have levelled out and all workers are required to be multi-taskers with some degree 
of literacy. Employers today expect a certain amount of print literacy because their 
employees will need it, no matter what job they do. Literacy requirements of the 1950s 
cannot be compared to the literacy requirements of today. It is probably enough, Elle began 
to realise, that we get those students who struggle with print literacy to only a functional 
level. This will give them enough access to the power relations of the school to achieve 
success in the system. 
Notions of literacy and its relative importance to society have shifted over time. Even 
now, amongst academics, most argue that literacy is paramount to full access to power 
interactions, but some caution that certain ways of teaching literacy can limit, rather than 
improve, one’s outcomes. Elle could now see this as a possibility, and she worried that she 
was part of that particular narrative. The demands on curriculum, from the community and 
potential employers, continue to grow. Yet, our curriculum remains essentially the same, as 
long as governments and media demand it to be so; and marginalised groups within our 
societies continue to experience literacy crises created by a hegemonic system that denies 
difference despite fast changing times. 
So, Elle went back to researching how we were taught in the 1970s when she and 
Lola attended high school, changes she wanted to track through to the first decade of the 21st 
century when Molly and Lawrence were high school students.  
 
Literacy and school success across the decades 
Back in the 1970s, The Karmel report (1973) greatly influenced how our schools in Australia 
were funded. This report, which led the way in education reforms proposed by the Labour 
government under Gough Whitlam, was heavily focused on opening the school system to the 
community and creating fairer resourcing to ‘disadvantaged schools’. It was thought that 
schools should also be allowed to tailor their curricula to their local community’s needs. The 
Karmel report recommended the establishment of school councils populated by parents and 
community members as well as by school staff, and grants were established for 
‘disadvantaged schools’ based on the socio-economic levels of the families whose children 
attended the school. Literacy, however, still referred only to print literacy; and this, in turn, 
was explicitly tied to problems of print literacy experienced by students in low socio-
economic communities. 
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Elle thought back to her own school days which were, like Lola’s, during the 1970s. 
When she was in Year 10 the school introduced what they called “The Wednesday 
Programme”. On this day there were no academic classes; students could enrol in courses 
such as leatherwork, karate, quilting, photography, chess etc. These classes were given by 
members of the community, experts in their field, but not teachers. Looking back, Elle 
thought it was an excellent way to engage students like her who disliked being at school. It 
also provided some students with an alternative way to experience success — a way to bring 
‘out of school’ literacies into the classroom and to help students feel that their identities were 
valued in the school (K. Pahl & Rowsell, 2012). She never got the chance to find out if this 
might have helped her because she quickly worked out that record keeping of students 
attending each class was virtually non-existent, so she wagged every Wednesday. But she did 
try it for a couple of sessions and, to be honest, the experience felt even more alienating than 
normal classes. Remembering this, she suddenly realised that she actually liked normal 
classes. She supposed, then, that it was the teachers that made her feel like she didn’t fit 
somehow. But that was probably not true either. She remembered a nun’s response when Elle 
had told her that the French teacher hated her, “Don’t flatter yourself that she hates you — 
teachers have neither the time nor energy to hate a student.” Now, as a teacher, Elle knew that 
was probably true.  
A decade and a half after the Karmel report, Elle came across the following definition 
of literacy in the Australian Journal of Teacher Education: 
 
This is the basic literacy expected of all adults in our society. It involves being 
able to:  
1. Spell and punctuate in accordance with the conventions of English usage;  
2. Express one’s own ideas in sentences and paragraphs which conform to 
accepted conventions;  
3. Write personal letters and a limited range of business letters such as letters of 
application for employment; and  
4. Comprehend straightforward prose (Willis, 1990, p. 31). 
  
The paper goes on to include vocational literacies, yet it still focuses solely on 
print literacy, stipulating that literate adults should be able to:  
 
1. Deal with complex forms;  
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2. Write effective memoranda and business letters;  
3. Write succinct summaries;  
4. Read effectively a range of text material (Willis, 1990, p. 31). 
 
Such a narrow focus on literacy did not surprise Elle. She was beginning to see how 
her own ideas on what students needed had developed. This was during the period that Elle 
was a beginning teacher of science and maths. Elle was starting to get a clearer picture of 
why she held the basics of print literacy to be essential tools for enabling students who 
struggle to succeed at school. 
Even as late as 2001, this definition was still the dominant discourse (Australian 
Council for Adult Literacy, 2001): 
 
The IALS defined literacy as “the ability to understand and employ printed 
information in daily activities, at home, at work and in the community to achieve 
one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential” (p. 8). 
 
Again, it is apparent that the focus is solely on print literacies as the objects of discourse. On 
reflection, Elle thought that perhaps this notion had been drummed into her over the first 
decade or so of her teaching career, although she never registered knowledge of this 
indoctrination. It always seemed like an idea that she had always owned. How insidious these 
discursive practices can be, she thought. 
The Queensland Education system mirrored what was going on in the rest of 
Australia. Although Elle had been educated in Victoria, she completed her Graduate Diploma 
in Education at a Queensland university and had taught only in Queensland schools. The 
discourse enunciations of the 1970s brought in some big changes in education across 
Australia. In the 1970, the Radford report (1970), commissioned by the Queensland 
government, proposed abolishing external exams, allowing teachers to have more input in 
curriculum development. A moderation system was put in place to achieve comparability 
between schools. The reason behind this move was that it was thought that the external exam, 
which had been the method of assessing student ability for over a century, was only 
specifically suited to students going on to tertiary education and was not as suitable for those 
who wished to follow a vocational pathway. Elle really liked this idea, as it displayed a public 
acknowledgement of trust, by the government, in teachers’ ability to write and direct 
curriculum. It also complemented the recommendations of the Karmel report, which 
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advocated school-based curricula. To Elle, it made good sense and she pondered why the 
current education system had decided to go back to partial external exams in 2019, nearly 
fifty years later. At first, she cynically thought that it was because there was a lack of trust in 
teachers’ ability to judge their students’ capabilities, but it was probably more that external 
exams are supposedly a more objective way of retrieving data. And we all seem to be so data 
driven these days. 
Elle thought that this was an important shift in discourse around how we assess 
students, a distinct move from an old regime of truth to a new one. Before the 1970s, the 
external examination had been a constant and central element of official school discourse, of 
school ‘enunciations’ (Simola, Heikkinin, & Silvonen, 1998). It had also been the sole 
method of grading a student where only minimal behaviours were considered as well. Later, a 
more comprehensive examination of the student developed. A student’s achievement of 
educational goals that relate to her whole development began to be considered in addition to 
the criteria of knowledge and skills displayed by formal examinations (Simola et al., 1998). 
For example, considerations were given to a student’s ability and willingness to work 
cooperatively, to a positive attitude, and to a student’s potential for success in the specific 
subject. This inscribed on the student a kind of self-selection through the use of the 
‘technologies of self’ (Foucault, 1988d). To be successful in the school system, students 
could choose to modify their behaviours to meet these new criteria of what it means to be a 
successful learner.  
Elle thought about what this meant for Molly and Lawrence, so many years after that 
old regime of truth experienced by Elle and Lola. Elle and Lola were on the cusp of change. 
Elle remembered that her final year was the last at her school to sit external exams. One of 
the reasons Lola delayed contemplating tertiary education was simply because the weight 
given to the written examination was too high. “I could never be successful in that kind of 
testing environment, so I didn’t even try. Later, much later, when I found out that the 
university would make adjustments for my dyslexia, I did my degree,” Lola told Elle. 
Decades later, at the time Lola enrolled in university, Molly and Lawrence experienced a 
completely different testing environment. They had multiple chances to display their 
knowledge which they could present in multiple ways; they were not limited to pen and paper 
tests. 
Eight years after the Radford report, the Review of School-Based Assessment in 
Queensland Secondary Schools report (ROSBA) (Scott et al., 1978) introduced more 
accountability into, and refinement of, the new assessment system proposed by Radford. The 
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moderation system introduced by Radford was refined by implementing a system of 
accreditation of programmes and achievement-based assessment to replace the system of 
moderation and norm reference assessment. This latter was still in place when Elle started out 
as a first-year teacher in 1985. But Elle kept coming back to the conclusion that in all these 
discourse enunciations, a young person’s school success using all these new modifications to 
student assessment were still predicated on the condition that all students were print literate. 
No other literacies were allowed in the summative assessments used by students to 
demonstrate their knowledge. 
Elle looked at her map of the 1970s (Figure 1). She could see how the concepts such 
as employers expecting their employees to have a basic level of reading, writing and 
mathematics developed from the discourse enunciations, the experts’ voice. This also created 
a discourse of what school success means — the objects such as ‘functionally literate and 
numerate’, achieving the Year 10 Certificate, or the Year 12 Certificate, succeeding through 
an assessment mode of pen and paper tests – all formed part of the discourse of school 
success.  
So, the discursive practice which was informed by its enunciations, concepts and 
objects of discourse meant that student achievement in schools in the 1970s, and the two 
decades beyond, stressed the requirement of competency in print literacy. There was no 
acknowledgement of literacy being a social practice. Employers had the expectation that 
students would leave at Year 10 with a Year 10 Certificate, or Year 12 with a Senior 
Certificate with a basic competency in reading, writing and mathematics. This would be 
sufficient to ensure entry to a career that young people would most likely remain in for the 
rest of their working lives. One or two jobs in a lifetime was the current experience of the 
population. And indeed, Elle thought, I have remained a teacher for over thirty years and 
never once thought to change my career path.  
In the present educational landscape, literacy has a much broader scope, 
encompassing more than just print literacy. For the first time, literacies other than those of 
print, were given importance in education, and the catch word of ‘multiliteracies’, which 
became an object discourse in schools, was used to cover multimodal forms of linguistic 
expression and representation. Although Luke had been writing about multiliteracies for most 
of the 1990s (Luke, 2018b), Elle only heard about his work in 2000 (Luke & Freebody, 
2000). She remembered hearing that word ‘multiliteracies’ for the first time during a 
Professional Development day and having her eyes opened to the real and practical meaning 
of literacy. Elle wondered, why didn’t I keep my eyes open from that moment, instead of 
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steadfastly continuing to believe that print literacy was necessary for students to succeed and 
prosper at school?  
The first decade of this century saw a much sharper focus on the gathering of data to 
inform teacher practice, school management and student performance. The educators’ 
metalanguage began to grow; many words were added to the lexicon which helped teachers 
to talk about their practice and their students’ learning. It was at this time that Elle first heard 
the word ‘pedagogy’. Strange, now, to think that this word unfamiliar to most teachers. Elle 
remembered asking a colleague what the word meant, and the answer was “I’m not sure, but I 
think it has something to do with feet.” At the time, Elle wondered why we would be talking 
about feet! She had heard the word in the context of teaching and she momentarily wondered 
if it had something to do with the teacher’s movement around the classroom. It was a little 
while before another colleague put her straight.  
The new century began with discourse enunciations such as the Years 1-10 
Curriculum Framework for Education Queensland Schools (Queensland Studies Authority, 
2001) which prescribed what teachers were to teach and how they were to assess what they 
taught, but content could still be relevant to local community settings. In 2003, the Youth 
Participation in Education and Training Act (Queensland Government, 2003) was introduced, 
and for the first time all students were expected to stay at school until Year 12 unless they 
were able to find a job: ‘earn or learn’ was the catch-phrase. The object discourse of the Year 
10 Certificate began to lose its importance to employers. Discourse enunciations such as The 
Queensland State Education – 2010 strategy (Queensland Departmnt of Education and the 
Arts, 2000), endorsed at the start of the decade, acknowledged the rapid changes occurring in 
our culture. This strategy was built on by the Literate Futures (Luke & Freebody, 2000) 
document then followed, Literacy — The Key to Learning document (Queensland 
Government, 2006), both of which highlighted literacy learning as a priority. Literacy 
coaches were employed in primary schools and literacy project officers (of whom Elle was 
one) were employed to work across secondary schools. Five days of literacy professional 
development was mandated for all teachers. The term literacy now encompassed Luke and 
Freebody’s multiliteracies and teachers were weaving these literacies into their class tasks 
and assessments. Students like Molly and Lawrence were finding it easier to be successful as 
the curriculum was adjusted to accommodate their learning difficulties.  
As the decade progressed so did the emphasis on data gathering. NAPLAN (National 
Assessment Programme, Literacy and Numeracy) was introduced into high schools giving the 
Australian government access to literacy and numeracy data across the country. Elle was 
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exasperated that, with all the talk of multiliteracies and the opportunities offered by this to 
students with learning difficulties, this test utilised only print literacies. For the students Elle 
worked with, this test caused great anxiety. Even as the Learning Support teacher, Elle was 
not allowed to offer any support, aside from enlarging the test for vision impaired students or 
reading the word questions on the maths section. She secretly celebrated every time a parent 
expressed a wish to withdraw their child from the test. Of course, she could not recommend 
that they do this — that was not allowed — but she certainly made the parents aware that 
they had a right to withdraw their child if they so wished. 
There will always be a part of Elle that feels strongly that the ability to decode and 
encode texts is an essential tool. She now realises that, intellectually, she didn’t trust that 
other literacies could compensate, in part, for poor print literacy skills. Yet, in her practice, 
another part of her was helping students to compensate for these deficiencies all the time. 
Was it that she didn’t value those other literacies as much? There just seemed to always be an 
ever-present sense of urgency to, not only help them to feel like they were achieving at 
school, but also to get her students ready for a world saturated with print literacy.  
Elle was also indignant on behalf of her students because, as she mentioned 
previously when considering Foucault’s third utilisation of discourse, she knew some people 
would put them in the ‘stupid’ category because of a regime of truth that says people who 
struggle with the printed word cannot learn. She still believed that her students needed a 
certain level of print literacy, but she now realised that the need to push a student’s print 
literacy to high levels of proficiency was not really necessary for success. The actors in her 
story showed her that. They defined success in their own terms.  
By the end of the first decade of the 21st century, adoption of the Master’s report 
(Masters, 2010) ensured that schools were being audited in terms of teaching and learning 
performance. The drive to ensure student diversity had begun in earnest. Success at school 
was more achievable for students with learning difficulties than ever before. Students were 
now encouraged, some against their will, that if they could not find work, they should stay at 
school and finish Year 12. A focus on vocational education pathways was essential to 
keeping those students who would normally have left school by Year 10. It is in these years 
that Molly and Lawrence passed through high school. Both of them chose vocational 
education pathways and happily completed Year 12. Elle did not think that, given the 
opportunity, either of them would have wanted to leave school early. Both of them expressed 
their enjoyment of their years at high school. 
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With the recent move back to external examinations and a move away from allowing 
schools to write curricula, Elle was reminded of the adage, “If you stay a teacher long 
enough, what is old becomes new again.” The introduction of the Australian Curriculum has 
centralised education so that, at the time of writing, nearly all states, regardless of community 
needs, are teaching the same curriculum in every school. This makes it harder for teachers to 
incorporate their students’ out of school literacies into their classrooms, Elle thought. The 
introduction of NAPLAN testing has centralised the gathering of data on Australian students’ 
literacy and numeracy. What does this mean for school success? Elle was reminded of her 
bus trip with Monsieur Foucault and his description of Bentham’s panopticon. The gaze on 
our students seems sharper than ever before. So too, is the gaze on schools and their teachers. 
We are yet to see if this sharper gaze improves student academic success, Elle mused, 
thinking about the recent media discussion on historical data which shows that over the ten 
years of implementing NAPLAN in high schools, students’ reading and writing have not 
improved significantly (Robinson, 2018, Mar 7).  
After completing the mapping exercise, Elle could see clearly that, when she 
embarked on this journey of research, she had been using, predominantly, the discursive 
practice of the 1970s. What she thought of as school success was very narrow. Had she been 
thinking clearly, that is, if she had not been so preoccupied with the skills of print literacy and 
more attentive to her own practice, she would have known this. After all, she was a teacher 
for most of those four decades. However, for most of that time she was driven by a belief in 
the power that a ‘back to basics’ curriculum would ensure success for students who struggled 
at school. Had she really thought about it, she knew deep down that there were students 
completing Year 12 successfully with minimal print literacy skills, but she never paused to 
wonder how, even though she was instrumental in many of their successes through her role as 
a Learning Support teacher. At least, she had not paused to wonder until now. She was 
disappointed that she had allowed herself to be caught up in the minutiae of life and had lost 
sight of the big picture.  
 
What was the colour of success for Lola? 
The word ‘success’ is very subjective. It really is so easily manipulated to suit whatever 
discourse is put forward at a specific time and place. After all, doesn’t Lola’s experience 
demonstrate this? Had she attended secondary school in this century, Elle is positive that she 
would have been highly successful at school. In the 1970s, Lola was denied the opportunity 
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to grab hold of success because she did not fit the norm of how a successful student should 
present to the world. She did not even fit the norm of a student with a learning disability, Elle 
realised. There was no discourse in which Lola could belong in terms of her learning 
difficulties. The term ‘dyslexia’ was, and still is in some settings, controversial. Opponents of 
the term call it ‘a middle-class myth’, claiming that it is a label used by middle-class parents 
to explain why their child is having trouble learning to read and denying that their child is 
lazy or stupid.  
Lola herself never heard the word ‘dyslexia’ until she was in her early twenties. She 
remembers the moment she was told that she was dyslexic with enormous relief and 
gratitude. She told Elle, “Once someone said to me, ‘You’ve got dyslexia,’ I went ‘Oh, that’s 
it!’ … you know, it was now something out there. It wasn’t all of me and it wasn’t something 
all wrong with me, it was this. Then I knew I could set about going, ‘Alright I need help, I 
need strategies. I can maybe do something now that I know what the problem is.’” Elle 
thought back to a time when a teacher she worked with described the gratitude and relief that 
came with getting a diagnosis of Ross River Fever after battling the disease for many years. It 
was a vindication too because she suspected that many of her friends thought she was 
malingering, and even she was unconvinced that it wasn’t all in her head. Then, with the 
diagnosis came a forward plan for dealing with the illness. The relief of knowing what it was, 
constituted half the battle towards wellness. 
In the History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1988b), Foucault talks about how, once a 
subject is produced through discourse (he used homosexuality as an example), then resistance 
to that discourse can be applied. Power that was initially repressive became enabling: 
 
There is no question that the appearance in nineteenth-century psychiatry 
jurisprudence and literature of a whole series of discourses on the species and 
subspecies of homosexuality … made possible a strong advance of social controls 
into this area of ‘perversity’ but also made possible the formation of a ‘reverse’ 
discourse: homosexuality began to speak on its own behalf, to demand that its 
legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be acknowledged (1988b, p. 101). 
 
Elle wondered if this enabling force created by the emergence of educational discourses on 
learning difficulties aided young people with learning difficulties to become successful in the 
school system.  
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Certainly, once Lola discovered a discourse on her difficulties with print, dyslexia, 
she felt empowered. She did not care that the idea of dyslexia was disputed and, for some, 
even carried a strongly negative connotation. Finally, science confirmed what she had always 
wanted to believe — that it was not all of her that was the problem, it was just a part of her, 
and she knew she could deal with that. For Lola, this new word gave her a kind of liberation, 
an affirming statement that meant, “Yes, you are intelligent but your brain works differently 
from most people’s and this is the reason that you find it difficult to read and write printed 
text.” 
Back in the 1970s, though, Lola did not fit an educational discourse that could help 
her to overcome her difficulties; she had no identity as someone who could be helped and so 
she had no voice that was recognised and heard (Weedon, 2004). She told Elle that she was 
led to believe that you cannot turn a ‘stupid’ person into an ‘intelligent’ person, so you do the 
best with what you have got. Lola was shunted off to a school that focused on ‘practical’ 
skills. When Elle first learned of this, a part of her tut-tutted at the attempt to stream children 
academically by sending them off to different schools. But it turned out that this particular 
Secondary Modern school, as it was called, was a place where Lola found success. It seemed 
the teachers there concentrated their pedagogy very heavily on ‘place’ as a focal point for 
students’ learning. Lola talked a lot about the many excursions she made with her class into 
the community. “Oh … it was amazing … we went on trips to some incredible places … 
Roman houses and little English ancient sites where we dug up things. We visited old bomb 
sites from the Second World War and talked about the effect on the community.” From time 
to time over the years as Elle and Lola worked together, Lola would reminisce about these 
excursions and lament that their school did not place such an emphasis on involving its 
students in the local community. When she started researching, Elle found confirmation of 
this pedagogical technique in a description of the work of Barbara Comber who placed a 
much lower emphasis on the skills of literacy preferring to utilise other modes of learning. In 
doing so she emphasised “the necessity of children’s reflection on, replaying of and inquiry 
about dynamic spaces that are everyday places” (Comber, 2015, p. ix). To Comber, valuing 
the diverse experiences and perspectives of students through utilising their sociocultural, 
familial and personal experiences must be approached through “new ways of talking, new 
vocabularies … and new ways to harness language and other symbolic modes (model 
buildings, images, digital displays and new sorts of text genres) for critical ends” (p. xi). This 
was very like Lola’s experiences in the Secondary Modern school, and this mode of learning 
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suited her well. Elle reflected on how different Lola’s secondary education might have been 
had she stayed at this school for longer than one year. 
Apart from the Secondary Modern like the one Lola attended for one year, in the 
1970s the focus for success was print literacy. Lola was not print literate, so in terms of the 
1970s discourse enunciations, she did not succeed. In 2010, the focus was on multiliteracies. 
Although Molly and Lawrence struggled with print literacy, they had the opportunity to 
demonstrate their knowledge using other forms of literacy. This helped them to succeed in 
the discourse enunciations of the early 21st century. Elle suspected that they succeeded at an 
even deeper level in that they added their voice to a growing clamour for acceptance of other, 
non-dominant ways of learning and demonstrating knowledge. 
So, what does success at school mean to Lola? Elle and Lola had many conversations 
about this during the early stages of Elle’s research. While Elle was seeing a larger scope for 
success, Lola steadfastly maintained that to become print literate was the most important 
contributor to student success in the 1970s and now. Elle could not help but think that 
perhaps Lola’s harrowing school experiences contributed to the shape of her beliefs now. 
Towards the end of the interview phase of the research, Lola and Elle had the following 
conversation. It was not recorded as it happened in the course of one working day, but it is 
reproduced here as accurately as Elle can remember: 
“You know Lola, my research is not going the way I expected. Lawrence and Molly 
do not perceive the literacy programme to be the major contributing factor to their success at 
school,” Elle confided. 
“Well, I am surprised to hear that. When they started with us, they could not read or 
write coherently.” Elle could tell Lola was having none of that! “If we had not got them to a 
point where they could read and write the most common words, they would not be where 
there are now. When they came to us, they had the fear that I had. I know that fear and I can 
recognise it. You’ve built up, by high school, a lot of fear, a very negative attitude towards 
reading and writing and often about yourself, because I remember, with me, thinking there 
must be something wrong with me because everybody else in the room could read except for 
me. And so, I wasn’t willing to try. You start at a school, and remember, I started at many 
schools, with this dirty little secret and you will do anything to keep it a secret.  
“Knowing that, I spend a lot of time building trust with students before they are ready 
to learn.” 
“Yes, and you build that connection because you tell them what it was like for you.” 
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“I tell them I’m dyslexic and that I had trouble reading and it can be beaten. I think a 
lot of teachers can’t understand that these students really can’t do it, or they don’t see it … 
Yesterday one of the students kept writing simple words backwards and going ‘Oh, that 
doesn’t look right.’ So, often it might appear like they are not trying or concentrating. But 
with dyslexia – you can’t beat it if you are having a ‘dyslexic day’, if you are tired or stressed 
and your brain is just not functioning properly then there is no way you are going to get it 
right.” 
“But Lawrence and Molly, sure we got them reading, but we didn’t get them to the 
point where they can do anything with their literacy. Lawrence says all he reads is his work 
manuals,” Elle argued. 
“No,” she agreed. 
“We’re never going to get them there now are we? And yet you got there! Admittedly 
later.” 
“Yes, later. And who is to say that they won’t get there later as well? The thing is, you 
say Lawrence only reads his work manuals, but he wouldn’t have been able to do that 
without the reading and comprehension programme. And you remember how inquisitive 
Molly was in senior, always looking things up online, she would not have been able to do that 
when she started with us either.” 
“Yes, that’s right. So, it’s been successful from that point of view. But Molly wanted 
to be a doctor … But then we all wanted to be something.” 
“That’s right. As you know, I wanted to be a poet.” 
“Well you still could be.” 
“I’m a Year 8 poet,” laughed Lola. 
“You are, you write poems with all those boys.” Lola and Elle laughed together 
conspiratorially because they were both aware that some boys baulk at poetry and the 
resulting work often ended up being more her creative work than the student’s. Still Elle 
loves to watch the process because it is always a lot of fun for both Lola and the recalcitrant 
student. Elle thought that Lola probably unknowingly converted quite a few students to a love 
of poetry. She always loved reading Lola’s poems — they were clever and often funny.  
Then Lola said, with a cheeky smile, “People actually get to read them too. It’s as 
much success as any poet gets, really!” Lola was referring to Elle, some parents and the 
teachers who marked the students’ poems that she helped create. 
To Lola, it seemed that being print literate was extremely important. Unable to access 
the enabling power of reading and writing, she nevertheless did not give up on herself. She 
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taught herself to read in her early twenties by asking her very clever, very successful older 
sister what she should read. “Read the classics,” advised her sister.  
“What are the classics?” Lola asked.  
And her sister said, “Anything in Penguin.” And that’s where Lola started, fossicking 
for Penguin books in second-hand bookshops. 
Despite Lola’s deep-seated belief that school success was tied to print literacy, Elle 
was coming to understand that there was much more to the meaning of school success than 
just being print literate. Unfortunately, Lola was never in one school long enough to develop 
deep friendships. Perhaps Molly and Lawrence will come to value the reading and 
comprehension programme more as they get older and more reflective but after her 
conversations with them, Elle realised that there were other non-academic discourses besides 
‘friendship’ that helped the young people in her story achieve success at school. Talk of 
enjoying sport, feeling part of a community and having a voice, all these featured strongly in 
Elle’s conversations with her actors. 
 
Some thoughts 
School, for Molly and Lawrence, was not just about improving their print literacy as Elle had 
first imagined. They frequently referred to the importance of their friendships: “I wanted to 
go to school because I knew how much fun it was … ’Cos you get to see your friends all the 
time,” Lawrence told Elle; “Most classes were pretty good ’cos I had friends in every class,” 
laughed Molly. 
But they also told Elle how much they loved sport: “We always used to play footy at 
lunchtime, which was great,” Lawrence said; “I did a lot of sport, which I really liked,” said 
Molly talking about her school day. 
And they also talked about how much they liked being at their school: “Our school 
was a great place,” Molly said when Elle asked her how she felt about going to school. “It 
was awesome to be at [that school],” said Lawrence. 
So, it never was just about reading and writing, Elle sighed. She should have known 
that it was never about a dominant discourse of school success, where pride swelled the chest 
and the institution held you up as an example of its academic achievement. The student 
voices of Molly and Lawrence were transformative in that the teachers heard and responded 
to them in supportive ways (Pearce & Wood, 2019). In their gentle and quiet ways, they were 
able to progress, rather than challenge, the dominant discourse of success to include 
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alternative pathways. In doing so they helped shape a counternarrative, one in which print 
literacy held less importance. By adding voice to an emerging counternarrative, there is 
opportunity for it become part of the dominant narrative of their school.  
What, then, did success really mean to these two young people? In addition to notions 
of friendship, connections through sport and a feeling of being part of a community, there 
were other aspects that Elle needed to research if she was to continue to discover the ‘how’ of 
their success. Change was, again, in the air — the whiff of fresh ideas and yet-to-be-
discovered revelations that Elle found hard to turn away from, yet also daunting. This is 
really not what I signed up for, Elle thought. Her research had developed a life of its own and 
she could not resist following its lead. So, how, then, do ‘friendship, ‘being sporty’, and 
‘feeling supported at school’ articulate with the concept of school success?  
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Chapter 6: Building a school identity through being sporty 
 
I remember the pleasure I got from being a strong swimmer, and a member of the school 
swimming squad. I joined the school swimming team because one of the ‘cool’ girls in the 
class lived near me and had invited me to join the local swimming club. I was fairly average 
when it came to sports like netball and rounders. I hated hockey. I surprised myself though, 
when I became a swimmer. We trained five days a week and I soon became quite good — 
good enough to be accepted into the school squad.  
I remember one of the nuns, Sister Sonia, coming up to me after I had raced at a local 
pool at an Interschool competition. “I hardly recognised you on the block, waiting for the 
race to start, so poised and alert. You looked so alive; not like you look at school at all. You 
are always so sleepy at school. When that gun went off you flew off the block and I said to 
myself, ‘That can’t be Elle, surely!’”  
At the time I didn’t think much of it, just another authority figure having a go at me, 
but, looking back now, that is exactly how it was.  
Elle loved to swim, to immerse herself in an alien environment momentarily cut off 
from everyday life. She felt alive in the pool, and at night while others dreamt of flying, she 
dreamt of swimming and breathing underwater, blissful dreams from which she was always 
disappointed to wake up. She loved the rituals of the swimming meets, changing into her 
school-blue swimsuit with all the other girls in the bathroom, folding all her hair up into the 
school-blue rubber bathing cap, hopping into the pool to get wet before the race, wetting the 
goggles and fitting them to her face. She loved the noises that only a humid building with a 
large body of water in its middle can make. She loved that distinct echo of voices mixed with 
sounds of running feet slapping on wet concrete. She loved that anticipation and the feeling 
of butterflies in her stomach just before the race as she perched bent from the waist on the 
swimming block, face pointed towards the water, arms thrust forward ready for the dive, 
waiting for the starting gun. And then, as her toes gripped the edge of the block, one almighty 
thrust to send her flying through the air as far as possible before slicing smoothly into the 
water.  
Once in the water, she loved the muffled sounds of her own breathing and the rhythm 
of her arms as they drew circles through air and water in time to the powerful scissoring of 
her legs and feet, the feel of the water as it resisted her hands and sought ways through the 
tiny gaps in between her fingers, causing them to flutter if she didn’t close them tight. 
Sometimes, in a momentary loss of concentration, her feet would slow down their pace and 
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she would chastise herself for getting distracted and try all the harder. As her head turned to 
draw in another regular breath, she loved the sounds of the crowd bursting in upon her 
consciousness, yelling and egging them all on — Are they cheering for me? Am I leading? 
And just as quickly the sounds were gone as she turned her face back to the bottom of the 
pool. In those moments, Elle was totally present. Come on push, push, push … don’t slow 
down … you can do it. There was no anxiety, no time to think about anything else except 
pushing through the water and finishing the race.  
Was she sporty? She never felt sporty. But she did love the feel of her body, her 
muscles were strong, and her shoulders seemed to have grown which added to the impression 
of strength. Before she became a swimmer, she was very skinny and lanky. Perhaps it was 
because she was growing into a woman, but she felt the swimming had given her a physical 
definition that was not there before. She moved languidly and easily, just as easily out of the 
water as she did in the water. All this gave her a confidence in her body; it gave her a feeling 
that it was okay to look the way she did. It gave her power. 
At school, she was so disconnected that she probably did appear tired, like Sister 
Sonia had said. It was a constant mental effort to ‘be present’ in a place like that. Apart from 
her clear and unique identity as ‘a good swimmer,’ she didn’t have an identity at school that 
distinguished her as unique. For some reason, being a good swimmer and a part of the 
swimming squad was not powerful enough to become her school identity — or perhaps it was 
not the identity she wanted — so it did not help her connect to other aspects of school. She 
was the younger sister of two older sisters who had distinguished themselves in unique ways, 
and that is about all. She supposed she had a ‘lazy girl’ identity but that was incidental and 
not something she sought; she certainly did not choose to be lazy. Being lazy was a symptom 
of something else, but she wasn’t quite sure what that something else was.  
How does a young person develop identity? Do we pick and choose from an array of 
possible subjectivations on offer or do some of us go beyond into the realm of resistance, 
choosing parts of our identity from discourses not approved by the hegemony, such as ‘the 
tomboy,’ ‘the naughty girl,’ ‘the anti-social child’? Such an enormous question but Elle felt it 
needed to be voiced as she knew it had something to do with how her young actors were able 
to succeed at school.  
After her conversation with Monsieur Foucault, Elle decided to read more about his 
ideas on how we are transformed into subjects. Monsieur Foucault talked about how 
particular forms of power acted on the individual to create an identity (Foucault, 1983, p. 
212). Later, Elle read that the productive effects of power produced ‘certain bodies’ 
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(Foucault, 1980, p. 25) as well as the desires, postures and interactions of those bodies. 
Looking back, Elle remembered the power she had felt as a swimmer, both physically and in 
terms of building her identity. There was power in the smiles that came from others in the 
team after a good swim, from knowing that she was recognised as someone who was a part of 
something. It created a form of connection between her and others at school, even those she 
did not know. It was not strong enough to change how she felt about school, but it was 
powerful, nonetheless. 
It seemed to Elle that sport experiences of Molly, Lawrence and even Lola had a 
much stronger outcome for them in terms of their school experience. From her conversations 
with all three, she understood that being involved with sport, being good at sport, helped 
create a confident school identity for each of them. She learned from their conversations that 
there was a good deal of pleasure in their participation in sport. Elle began to wonder what 
the source of this pleasure for Molly and Lawrence was. What technologies of self were in 
play? Elle suspected it was about friendships and enjoyment. Wellard (2015a) writes about 
embodied pleasures at the gym, where for him these pleasures are isolated (part of his 
enjoyment was being anonymous in a crowd). For Molly and Lawrence their pleasure seemed 
to be enhanced by playing sport with friends and others. Those energetic connections when 
passing the ball, the eye contact as the team works together to defeat the opposition, the 
laughing, the joy of winning, the solidarity in losing: all these embodied a kind of pleasure 
that Elle had never experienced, and no doubt created strong connections and a sense of 
belonging. Elle realised something about herself then. Like Wellard at his gym, her 
swimming was also an embodied pleasure of isolation. In the pool, under all that water, there 
was just her, alone, quiet, focused. All her anxieties washed off as she plunged into the water, 
life above was suspended, and for a while there was nothing else but her, the water, her 
breathing, and a distant, echoing roar of sound bursting in periodically.  
 
Molly 
Molly is, physically, a large girl. She does not have what the dominant discourse around 
female athletes would describe as an ‘athletic body’ — slim and muscular. She is, however, 
athletic looking and light on her feet. She carries herself with the grace that well-coordinated 
people seem to possess. She has a presence, a kind of dynamic quietude about her that 
informs a person that she is fit just by looking at her. Her bright open face and clear, 
appraising blue eyes, her erect posture and fluid movements all hint at a body that responds to 
 
 
113 
physical demands easily. For her final two years at high school she was the sports captain of 
her House team. Her particular sport was volleyball, which happened to be the sport chosen 
for the school’s Excellence in Sport programme.  
Elle noted Molly’s size compared to other athletic girls at school and she wondered 
about Molly’s self-identity. It was in this moment, as she was researching, she came across a 
statement that “the discourses around ‘ideal’ bodies are so normalised and taken for granted 
that they have become part of Western cultural hegemony” (Garrett & Wrench, 2007, p. 224). 
Elle realised just how much she was a part of that discursive practice by even questioning 
Molly’s self-identity and assuming she was ‘other’ to the norm.  
It is clear to anyone who takes the time to examine their own behaviour that we exist 
not just as bodies of biology but also as bodies of dynamic social construction (Garrett, 
2004). Our subjectivity is produced through various discursive practices, made up of 
conscious and unconscious thoughts, emotions and how we see ourselves in relation to the 
world (Weedon, 1997). Elle could only see the world through her own eyes which were, 
clearly, heavily influenced by these discursive practices concerning the female body. 
Foucault would argue that the current regime of truth — that is, the dominant Western 
cultural discourse — currently in play is affecting girls and their bodies by encouraging them 
to spend a great deal of time monitoring their bodies and comparing them to the expected 
norm (Garrett & Wrench, 2007). But for Molly, on the surface at least, Elle did not see such 
obligations. What she saw was a girl whose eyes lit up when she spoke about playing sport; 
there was joy in those eyes. Molly got a lot of pleasure from being physically in the moment, 
being active with her friends. It seemed that Molly had not “internalised gendered ideals 
about [her] body through the mechanisms of self-surveillance” (Azzarito & Solmon, 2006, p. 
212). Elle wondered if this strength to resist a powerful discourse such as body image 
contributed to her ability to be successful in other areas of the school, such as dealing with 
the print literacy load of the curriculum.  
Bourdieu (1986) argues that management of the body is central to acquiring social 
capital. Elle agreed that this could apply to Molly. Using our bodies physically to meet a 
cultural norm helps create our social identity. Yes, Molly participated in creating a fit body 
and maintaining her skill level to the point where she managed to be appointed sports captain 
for her House, a position of which she was proud. Attaining this position meant she had the 
confidence of her peers as well as the teachers in the school. It seemed that Elle kept coming 
back to the idea that what mattered most to Molly were her relationships, with friends and 
others. Enright (2010) talks about the joy of physical activity but she finds that for the girls in 
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her research, autonomy and power through sport were not available to them (p. 118). For 
Molly though, Elle felt there was an access to power through sport. In addition to the joy she 
felt when participating in sport, Molly built relationships, gained a sporting reputation 
through building her skills and becoming a sports captain and later a volleyball coach, all of 
which enabled her to connect more deeply to her school community and the community 
beyond. 
 “Molly”, the girl yells and points past the crowd of hopeful faces to Molly. She is 
chosen first to play on the blue team. Molly is often chosen first and Molly knows it is 
because she is a good player not just because she is a good friend of the girl. Molly thinks 
how easy it is to be good at sport compared to being good at class work. She doesn’t have to 
try harder than any other student. In fact, she finds it easier than most of the other kids in the 
class. That feels good.  
Elle remembered what it’s like to wait to be chosen to be on a team and to experience 
that sinking feeling of dread that you will be the last person chosen. There is power in how 
Molly is feeling at that moment. Foucault (1980) says that power has no definitive form; his 
concern was more to examine how power is employed and what is the effect of this use of 
power. A girl selected Molly before anyone else, thus confirming what Molly felt, that she 
was a good sports player and that this choice was well deserved. The power comes from the 
relationship of the two girls, an act of one girl directing the action of another. Molly was not 
forced to join the team; she could have decided not to play. However, she allowed power to 
flow through her, creating positive feelings of pride and self-confidence. Do experiences like 
this flow over into other situations? Did the confidence Molly experienced when she played 
sport help her to remain positive in the classroom? Did her sport identity count for anything 
in the classroom? Elle believed that Molly’s strong sense of belonging was partly due to her 
engagement in sport (Wellard, 2015b). 
Elle found an academic review of research on the relationship of physical education 
and school sport to academic ability, suggesting that cognitive ability is enhanced by being 
physically active, and that this can in turn lead to improved academic performance (Trudeau 
& Shephard, 2008). When she thought about it that seemed like common sense; being active 
is good for the health of the body and the mind — or is that a ‘regime of truth’ she had been 
told most of her life? Elle thought about her reaction to what she had read about Foucault’s 
ideas on biopower. She’d felt like she had been jolted out of ignorant slumber when she 
realised that it is in a government’s best interest to keep the population healthy. Why else was 
she offered a free flu injection every year? As much as she would have liked to think it is 
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because the Education Department cares about her, she realised that the true motivation is to 
reduce the number of sick days across all schools. This increases efficiency and reduces 
costs. 
Until she read Foucault’s treatise on biopower, Elle thought about power in terms of 
what Foucault describes as disciplinary power. That is, she thought disciplinary power 
produces its effects through creating hierarchies, spatial divisions, control over the pattern of 
our day to day lives, punishment or reward, and norms and rules according to which 
individuals must conform (Foucault, 1991a) — all of which can be observed in schools. But 
Foucault added another dimension to his architecture of power when he described power as 
able to regulate a population, not just discipline a body. Foucault also described the ways 
specific cultural discursive practices created powerful meanings that influenced how we act 
This is the means by which our culture attempts to normalise us and our bodies — a kind of 
biopolitics (Foucault, 1988d, 2003). Of course, Elle thought, I am not overtly disciplined — 
no one is constantly reprimanding me. Instead I am regulated. I am implicitly guided on how 
to behave, how to live, how to be happy and healthy. In terms of health, I follow the statistics 
they give about obesity, the dangers associated with being overweight and the importance of 
exercise and eating well to stay in good health. The rest is up to me, I surveil myself and I 
surveil others, and in doing so we ensure conformity to the norms of our particular culture 
and historical moment in time. When Elle wondered about Molly’s self-identity regarding her 
weight, she was surveiling her and, in doing so, perpetuating this discourse.  
Elle was confounded by Molly’s obvious resistance to the discourse of body image. 
The fact that she was overweight appeared to have had little impact on her identity 
construction. Elle knew that, for girls in particular, the pressure to be thin, to conform to the 
expectations of our current Western culture, could be quite damaging to self-esteem. Some 
girls were so preoccupied by their appearance that sometimes the wrong shaped ankles could 
be enough to keep them from participating in sport. Then Elle came across a paper that, 
through investigation of girls’ stories about their physical experiences in relation to their 
bodies and their identities, drew out three ‘bodily positions’ – the ‘comfortable’ body (when 
you accept and are satisfied with your body), the ‘bad’ body (when you are dissatisfied and 
do not accept your body), and the ‘different’ body (when the appearance of your body is less 
important to your physical identity) (Garrett, 2004, p. 144). These positions are directly 
connected to our identity construction. We can experience all of these positions throughout 
our lives, but we tend towards one more than the others.  
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Elle immediately thought that Molly would be in either the ‘comfortable’ or 
‘different’ body position. She accepted her body and appeared satisfied with it, but Elle also 
sensed that the discourse of visual identity, how she looked in the eyes of others, did not 
concern her greatly. Her sense of identity came more from physical activity. Whilst some 
girls felt that they were constantly being watched and ‘on show’, Elle sensed that Molly 
simply enjoyed being physical and competitive. To Elle’s mind, the mere fact of doing 
something you really enjoy during your day has got to make you feel better about the other 
activities that occur, which for Molly was her schoolwork. 
There seems to be a link between involvement in sport and students’ “positioning in 
the social spaces” of their school (Garrett & Wrench, 2007, p. 35). When asked if she thought 
being sporty helped her to be successful at school, she replied, “Being sporty might have 
helped me with the academic side of school, because I was able to build connections with the 
sport teachers and they also taught maths or science and stuff.” Molly also mentioned in one 
of their conversations that participating in sport was something she enjoyed doing with her 
friends.  
Garrett and Wrench (2007) talk about how there can be a significant amount of 
pleasure gained by those selected for teams or chosen as a captain and that for some people 
this success “informed who they were” (p. 35). Elle found, in her reading, that making friends 
and a sense of belonging are associated with being involved in a team sport (Light, 2016). 
Deeper than this, though, is the connection that can be made when you are a member of a 
team: you have greater opportunity to expand your network of friends and to learn new social 
skills through your interactions with your teammates (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 
2009). Certainly, the pleasure Molly gained from sport was evident to Elle, but Molly did not 
relate her school success directly to being successful at sport. Molly viewed her volleyball 
experience as an added bonus to all the other work done at school. She did not see it as 
contributing to her school success. Looking at Molly’s experience with sport from Monsieur 
Foucault’s perspective, Elle thought that he would say Molly used a technology of self to 
increase her access to the relations of power flowing through the school. Her practices 
enabled her to build peer friendships that, at times, she used to support her academic 
endeavours and to build rapport with sports staff who also taught other subjects that she was 
taking. 
Molly did not only identify as a person who was good at sport; her interests seemed to 
be much broader. Molly’s (and for that matter, Lawrence’s) friendships crossed most 
boundaries. As she told Elle, “Our group at school was like a mixture, we weren’t just jocks 
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or volleyballers or you know … we were just all mixed together … We were a mixture of 
people who liked volleyball, music, science. Really we were just friends with whoever.” Elle 
marvelled at this eclectic mix. As a student, Elle was only drawn to friends who shared the 
same interests, swimmers, and who also wagged school … yet Molly was open to everyone. 
A later review of literature on the relationship of physical education and school sport 
to academic ability also suggested that involvement in team sports not only helps with 
socialisation but also builds leadership skills (Baciu & Baciu, 2015). Elle wondered if it was 
the team aspect that made the experience different for Molly, compared to her own 
experience. Elle had to admit; she was not much of a leader. Might the fact that Elle never, 
like Molly, played team sports be the reason why Elle never felt sport strengthened her 
connections at school? Certainly, Molly’s involvement in sport appeared to strengthen her 
sense of connectedness. 
In one of their conversations, Molly confirmed this. “Even though it was a lot of fun 
anyway, and all my friends went, being sports captain, I felt I had to go [to the regional 
athletics competition], being in my senior year. I did do discus in Year 11 and I was good at 
that; I won a medal and I did Javelin in Year 12. Even though I was not very good at 
individual sports … I did quite well in those, I went to Districts [local area competitions]. 
Even though I did it because it was fun, it was good to win a medal.” Molly was certainly a 
good leader, otherwise she would not have been given the responsibility of House team 
captain for her senior years of schooling. It was clear from the way she spoke about her role 
as sports captain that she had a strong sense of duty, especially when it came to fostering 
bonds of collegiality amongst the members of her sports team. 
 
Lawrence 
Lawrence is slightly built; ‘small and wiry’ is how Elle would describe him. Her first 
impression, when she met him in Year 8, was that he appeared to be more ‘nerdy’ than 
‘sporty.’ Like Molly, Lawrence does not have the typical physique of a sportsperson. But he 
is definitely sporty, as Elle remembers from his school days. He was, like Molly, a part of the 
Volleyball Excellence programme. He loved volleyball and motorbikes, she remembered. 
Lawrence can’t wait to get to school. He wants to go so badly that he is up and 
dressed and at the bus stop by 7 o’clock. The bus arrives each day at 7:40. These last few 
weeks have been the coolest ever, he thinks excitedly. Today is Tuesday, and Tuesday is the 
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day that a really famous NRL footballer, who just happens to be his teacher’s boyfriend, 
comes and kicks a ball around with the class for the afternoon.  
The whole class spends the afternoon playing football with this awesome guy and then 
when they are packing up his teacher says, “Good job Law, you played well today.” 
Lawrence can’t believe it; so awesome!  
Lawrence had this experience in his final year of primary school. Playing football 
seemed to have opened up a chance for him to connect with his classmates differently. For 
the first time he really wanted to go to school. “I started wanting to go to school because I 
realised how much fun it was. We played football every lunchtime,” Lawrence told Elle in 
their first conversation at the start of her research. 
Foucault writes about the connection between social processes and the relations of 
power present in certain discursive practices. Every time we experience these connections our 
identities are influenced. For this reason, Foucault stressed that in order to understand how 
our identity is created, we need to study experiences (Foucault, 1997d).  
This positive experience allowed Lawrence to do some work on his ‘self’, to create a 
new identity (Foucault, 1988d). He became a sporty person. He found that when he was 
playing sport, school life was a lot more fun and school became a place that he wanted to 
attend. This identity continued on into high school. Lawrence moved from the boy who 
struggled at school to the boy who was good at sport. This new identity was constructed 
through specific experiences interacting with discourse, power relations, disciplinary 
techniques and work on the self (Markula & Pringle, 2006, p. 99; Pringle, 2005). Elle 
couldn’t help but feel that, like Molly, this technology of self was a great benefit to Lawrence 
in terms of his school success. He, too, built friendships and made connections with the adults 
in the school. 
And yet, there is another discourse underlying this obvious discourse of ‘playing sport 
is fun and it helps you to make friends.’ Lawrence is also made subject to a form of 
masculinity that says if you play football you are somehow more valued, more masculine, 
than a boy who doesn’t play football (Markula & Pringle, 2006). Foucault talks about how 
we are objectivated through these “dividing practices” (Foucault, 1983, p. 208). Such 
practices reveal a socially constructed idea of what is normal and abnormal. Schools are 
complicit in reinforcing this patriarchal disciplinary power evident in all mainstream sport 
(D. Andrews, 1993). Elle thought about the staff in the Physical Education department, which 
consisted mostly of a uniform bunch of blokey blokes who, although the school excellence 
programme’s focus was volleyball, were all mad on rugby league with yearly school bus trips 
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to the State of Origin an hour and a half away in Brisbane. There were two women in that 
department, and she wondered how they negotiated the disciplinary power of this discourse. 
Nevertheless, playing football seemed to be a discourse that gave Lawrence the means to feel 
accepted and valued by the people around him. He affirmed his sense of belonging through 
participating in an activity that gave him the identity of a school volleyballer and a footballer. 
He became, therefore, part of the normalising regime of the school. He was more ‘blokey 
bloke’ than before and more comfortable with the school discourse because of this new 
connection. 
As with Molly, Elle wondered how important this was to Lawrence’s eventual success 
in high school. In their conversations, Elle learned that sport was extremely important to 
Lawrence, and although he did not play football or volleyball much after leaving school he 
was still a keen motorbike rider (he had participated in this sport outside of school) and went 
riding with a group of friends (mainly old school friends) most weekends. 
Lawrence’s primary school experience of discovering that there can be pleasure at 
school seems to have been brought about by his introduction to playing team sports. Elle 
remembered both Molly and Lawrence being very hazy about any literacy experiences in the 
primary years, but they were both very clear about their enjoyment of sport in their last two 
years of primary school. For Lawrence this new social connection seems to have altered his 
perspective of being a student in a life-changing way. He went from a boy who dreaded 
school to a boy who looked forward to each school day. 
 
Lola 
Lola is a slender, naturally fit woman (not one that intentionally ‘works out’), and Elle has 
the impression that, like Molly, she is very comfortable in her skin. As a school student, Lola 
had very little experience with sport, but the experiences she did have were positive. 
Although Lola did not appear to be particularly interested in sport as an adult, she valued her 
school sport experience because it gave her a chance to interact positively with a powerful 
school discourse, a novel experience for a student used to constantly failing.  
Lola sits in the school canteen, eating her school dinner. As she eats her meal, she 
thanks God that she is no longer at the ‘tin school’ where all they were given was mostly 
porridge or custard with some unidentifiable stewed fruit. She can’t even look at those foods 
now without feeling sick and she silently vows to never eat either again. She is now at a 
school in Manchester where it is not nearly as cold. The canteen is warm and comfortable, 
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and she sits quietly on her own watching the other students milling about, laughing, chatting 
energetically and eating hurriedly so they can get out to the playground before the bell. Even 
the dinner ladies are nice to her in this place. 
“Hey, Lola are you up for a game today?” Mary comes hurtling in from outside. “We 
have a team, we just need another person.”  
“Sure, great, uh … thanks, I’ll come in a tick” Lola watches as Mary turns and runs 
out of the canteen. Her hair is oily and dishevelled, and she has made a half-hearted attempt 
to put it into pigtails. Two beautiful blue ribbons incongruously adorn the ends of each. She 
looks like she has had the same uniform on for weeks; her cuffs and collar are grey. With 
Mary you always know when her clothes have been washed because they stink of detergent, 
maybe because her mum puts in ten times more than is needed … or maybe Mary does the 
washing herself.  
Everything about this school is a new experience for Lola. This school is different 
from all the others. For the first time she is ‘sort of’ happy at school because she is 
discovering that there is something in which she can do well. Things are definitely looking 
up. She likes that for once she is good at something. She wonders why she did not get into 
sport earlier. Being sporty doesn’t make up for having to struggle every day in class but it 
feels good that Mary and the others want, maybe even need, her to be part of the team. 
At this new school Lola was encouraged by the staff to participate in team sports. She 
found that she was good at it and she felt it helped her feel better about school: “Anything 
you can do that you can succeed in that has nothing to do with reading [is worth doing],” she 
told Elle. She still had difficulty making friends. She had been sent to this school after 
breaking the window at her last school.  
Elle pondered what Monsieur Foucault would say about Lola’s fragile experience of 
happiness at school through being good at sport. Her stay at that school, like all the other 
schools she attended, was brief, but it forms an important memory for her. On the bus, 
Monsieur Foucault told Elle that technologies of the self can act as practices of freedom 
under some circumstances. If Lola reflected on her problems with school, she might have 
found that being good at sport was a technology of the self which did not free her from the 
dominant discourse, but it possibly changed the discourse regarding who she was at school. 
Instead of being known as the ‘retard’ — a nickname her family gave her — she would be 
known as someone who was good at sport. This made her happy. This was probably the 
extent of her ability to free herself from the dominant discourse as, unlike Molly and 
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Lawrence in the early 21st century, the 1970s did not appear to be the right time or place for 
Lola’s transformation.  
What would have happened if she had been able to stay at that school? Instead, her 
family transferred to Iran where she did not attend school for a year, then onto Australia 
where she enrolled in Year 11 and did not get the opportunity to engage in any school sport. 
Indeed, in all their discussions, Lola’s reflections on playing sport at this one school in 
Manchester was one of only two positive school experiences, the other being academic. 
Interestingly, both positive experiences were at the same school. 
 
Some thoughts 
Initially, Elle had thought that her actors’ involvement in sport would reveal itself to be what 
Foucault described as a practice of freedom. Through awareness of the constraints placed on 
them by the school, the actors would apply a practice that transgress the normal limits of 
practice. But this was not the case. For each actor, Elle came to realise that involvement in 
sport was a way to connect with the dominant discourse of the school in a successful way. 
For Lola, it provided one of very few positive experiences, but for Molly and Lawrence it 
seemed to not only be a positive experience in itself, but also gave them a sense of identity 
that was acceptable to the school and to their peers. They liked being sporty because it gave 
them a sense of community in which they were admired and respected for their skills. There 
was no critical testing of societal limits here, as Elle had hoped to find — simply pleasure 
found the ability to do something well. 
Foucault spoke of the individual as being the artist of his or her life: through certain 
techniques of life, we can reconstitute ourselves as subjects. “It is about giving one’s life a 
certain style without following a predetermined code or attempting to surface one’s true 
subjectivity” (Markula & Pringle, 2006, p. 149). Elle thought back to that bus trip and 
Foucault’s comment on technologies of the self and subjectivation. Sport was a way for 
Molly, Lawrence and Lola to “acquire not only bodily competencies but also certain attitudes 
towards the self” (Rail & Harvey, 1995, p. 173). Butler (1999) talks about gender as a type of 
performance, not something we are born with but something we learn. Molly, Lawrence and 
Lola created not only a normalised persona (here I am, being boy, being girl, participating 
successfully in school sports as is expected of a typical student) but tapped into a biopower of 
success at the same time. In many of the actions Elle observed during their conversations, 
 
 
122 
Molly and Lawrence worked to change the subjectivity of being seen as a struggler at school 
and by so doing they achieved success on their own terms.  
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Chapter 7: Liberated voices: reflections on place, identity and belonging 
 
From her conversations with Molly and Lawrence, it was clear to Elle that the environment 
and culture of the school had a positive effect on the young people’s feelings about going to 
school and being able to ‘do’ school. Nevertheless, Elle was in two minds about how the idea 
of school culture could contribute to the experience of school success for young people who 
struggle to read and write. After all, schools were not only part of the dominant discourse; 
they drove the discursive practices that supported the dominant discourse. Elle was, in any 
case, looking for ‘different’ discourses that enabled school success. But she could not deny 
that the young people in this study liked being at school and spoke positively about their 
school experience and the teachers. They seemed to embrace being ‘normalised’ into the 
school culture.  
Elle thought back to her mental excursion on the bus where Monsieur Foucault talked 
so animatedly about how what we say as teachers and educators is more than mere words. 
We must be mindful of the fact that these words are part of historically constructed ways of 
thinking and reasoning. Our words never stand alone; they always carry with them 
historically constructed values and priorities, which tell us how we should see and be in the 
world. Elle thought about the word ‘educated’ and how she is an ‘educator’. She was 
educated, supposedly, but what does that really mean? She had completed twelve years of 
school, gone to university, and earned a degree which led to a career as a teacher. She 
remembers those first few months at university, her mathematics lecturer reminding the 
students that they were ‘the crème de la crème of students’ because they were attending 
University of Melbourne. She still cringes now thinking about it. Such elitism she had 
thought, but at the time, part of her fell for the spiel, and it only made her feel even more of a 
fraud. She believed that she could not cope with university level work — university was for 
smart people, and she did not think she was particularly smart. As we have seen, she believed 
that her final year success was mostly due to her fierce determination to prove Mother 
Superior wrong. She no longer had this motivation to help her succeed at university.  
After those first few months, she started to wonder about some of the students in the 
lectures she attended. They did not seem very bright; they seemed even less capable than she 
felt. She was deeply shocked by the revelation that people who attend university, who have a 
degree, can be less intelligent than many people who choose not to go to university or who 
leave school early and so miss that opportunity. Of course, she knew that education does not 
always equate to intelligence, but she assumed that if you earned a place at a university you 
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were intelligent. Elle remembered her friend’s words of advice, “Give them [the lecturers] 
what they want, learn the language they expect and give it back to them in your essays.” 
Success at university, she realised, was largely dependent on playing the game. She then 
understood how loaded the word ‘educated’ is. To become educated means to become 
“disciplined according to a regimen of remembering and forgetting, of assuming identities 
normalised through discursive practices” (Fendler, 1998, p. 61). Once she had mastered the 
game, she began to do very well at university.  
Just as the idea of ‘school success’ had changed over the decades, Elle wondered what 
connotations the term ‘educated’ carries with it today, as opposed to thirty or forty years ago. 
What values are normalised in the meanings of this word today that were not normalised in 
the past? Fendler (1998) argues that, as these values can determine what is normal and what 
is not normal, they therefore carry power. Elle remembered the ways in which Luke (2018b) 
tied Foucault’s discussions on surveillance and the techniques of power to the production and 
challenge of power’s operation in local sites, such as in a school or a university. He suggests 
that “how, where, when, which written texts may be invested with power is totally contingent 
on local variables and reflexive power relations at work” (p. 157). She thought about her 
local site, her school and the many local sites that Lola attended. 
Inevitably, Elle wondered if Molly and Lawrence worked at playing the game too, by 
assuming the correct identities. It is certainly a lot easier for students who struggle to play the 
game now, than it was forty years ago for Lola. Elle thought that both young people enjoyed 
the process of schooling, enjoyed being educated in today’s historical moment. Lola, on the 
other hand, had found very little pleasure in the process of education in the 1970s. How we 
were educated, and assumptions about what should be taught, were very different back then, 
and the school culture therefore would have also been different. 
 
Molly 
Molly revelled in her leadership position as sports captain, which she took very seriously. 
Elle thought about that last sports day in Molly’s final year of school. She took on the role of 
warming the team up for the day, not unlike a football coach would do with his team before a 
match, she mused. She remembered Molly walking in front of the mass of students, 
energetically moving on an invisible line, back and forth. Sports day at Elle’s school always 
took place at the end of winter when the days were warm and dry. On this particular day, a 
soft, toothless sun shone in a cloudless sky; it was that delicate eggshell-blue sky that you see 
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only in Australia. Elle sat on the grass waiting for the events to start, as she was one of the 
timekeepers. As she relaxed and felt the sun’s gentle warmth, she thought, this is why I live 
here, in this place. 
Mungara was the name of Molly’s sports team. She was working the group of 
students into a frenzy. Her team colour was blue, and Molly wore a blue tutu, blue stripes on 
her legs and blue face paint. Her blonde hair was plastered with blue hair spray; at least Elle 
hoped it was only hair spray — otherwise she would never get it out! She cut quite a figure 
walking up and down in front of all the team members from Year 8 to Year 12 who had 
shown up for the annual sports day. She was teaching them their team song — more of a 
chant, really. Her energy was palpable and contagious. Elle could see the blue paint being 
passed around the group as they began to embrace the excitement of the coming day. Elle 
thought how incongruous it was to see this quiet, reserved girl performing this role. It 
reinforced to Elle how, even though she had known Molly now for five years, she really 
didn’t know her at all. 
This girl was more comfortable as a school student than Elle’s younger self. She 
participated in many facets of school life and enjoyed it. For Molly, print literacy was a skill 
she continued to work on, but it held no fear for her. Being print literate did not consume her 
perspective like it consumed Elle’s perspective. She revelled in being the top student in her 
final year of Early Childhood Studies, receiving an academic award for her effort. She was a 
girl who had begun her high school life branded as a struggling reader. Over the subsequent 
years she re-created her identity in the classroom to be a successful student. She did this 
without needing to become a good reader. Monsieur Foucault would recognise her as 
someone who had placed herself on the more desirable side of the asymmetric power 
relations of the school where she found advantage socially and institutionally. Elle believed 
Molly achieved this through an understanding of the regimes of truth that governed her 
school community and her life in that place that was her school. She knew what discourses 
she needed to utilise, and she implemented strategies to ensure she could challenge the 
objectivation of her early high school years. 
 Looking at the idea of ‘place’ itself, J. Ellis (2005) says that place is the way in which 
we inhabit space and so is closely influenced by the culture and the identity of its inhabitants. 
In their conversations, Elle had a sense that feelings about the place and space (Cresswell, 
2014; Massey, 2005) of school was an integral part of Molly’s and Lawrence’s success at 
school. They knew every nook and cranny of their school; they knew its routines and its 
idiosyncrasies, and they were comfortable in that place. They also engaged in familiar 
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interrelations that created a comfortable space. The rituals of going to school each day, 
attending classes, hanging out with friends and playing sport offered ways of feeling 
connected. They were school students who had purpose each school day, and for all their 
high school lives they enjoyed it. Lawrence, even now, talks nostalgically about his high 
school days. Elle found a description of ‘place’ that brought to light the juxtaposition of the 
very different school experiences for the young actors, Molly and Lawrence, compared with 
the experiences of Lola: 
 
The collage of memories and meanings perceived over time forms a gestalt, a 
whole that represents one’s life in a place. A sense of place helps to order that 
whole, giving one a locus, a place from which to feel the Earth and be connected 
to it. Through years of residence, a sense of place provides a centre of continuity. 
From a strong centre, where one feels at home as an insider and a member of a 
community, a person can face the unknowns of the larger world beyond … 
Developing a sense of place aids in this process of community and self-
identification (Hay, 1988, p. 163).  
 
Lola never had long enough in one school to gather a collage of memories or to develop a 
sense of place; she never had a chance to feel a part of any school community because she 
never had the time to settle in.  
Elle thought back to her feelings about her school where, unlike Molly, she could not 
ever remember feeling that she was a member of its community or feeling at home in the 
classrooms or the grounds of the school. She always felt the outsider; her only school identity 
was never sufficient for her to feel that she was a part of its community, being merely ‘the 
little sister of two older girls’ and a ‘troublesome student.’ She could not really understand 
why that was — she didn’t think that she’d chosen to be an outsider. The positive identity of 
being a good swimmer sat on the edges of what it meant to be a student at her school and so 
did not seem to make much of an impression. Her friends seemed to be happy at school, 
although they probably thought the same about her. You never really know, she thought. 
Elle’s gestalt was simply a girl who did not fit the place, a girl whose identity seemed to 
stand apart from her life at school, so that, rather than feeling comfortable and safe at school, 
she often felt like she was on hostile ground. There was an ever-present tension between the 
place that was the school and Elle’s identity. Elle knew that if, like Molly and Lawrence, she 
had struggled with print literacy at school she would not have been able to tap into the kind of 
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support to which they had access. She would have left school and travelled another path. She 
would never have utilised her teachers, nor even her friends, to help her. 
Molly understood that she needed her teachers to help her by adjusting her 
assessments and school tasks so that she was not too disadvantaged by the print laden 
curriculum. However, the curriculum content of her work was never adjusted or modified. 
She competed equally with her peers. What Molly presented to her teachers was at the same 
level and of the same rigour as her peers. She accepted that she had to work harder than most 
students to keep up with the learning. She also knew how to utilise her friends when she 
needed help catching up on work she could not copy down or discuss the meaning of a 
printed question. Molly was her own strongest advocate, as could be seen in her successful 
efforts to remove herself from a class where she knew she would not get the support that she 
needed to be successful. 
Molly is standing at the staffroom door. It is recess and she has asked to see Mr 
Paresse. She holds in her hand the assignment he handed back to all the students in his 
English class. There is a big fat red D scrawled across the top. The marking rubric at the 
back of the assignment gives no indication as to where she sits across the five criteria; he has 
left it blank. There are no comments on the assignment. Just a big, fat, red ‘D’. 
“Yes Molly, what can I do for you?” Mr Paresse is a tall, lanky American who is 
doing a teacher exchange for the year. During most lessons the class gets a rundown of his 
latest weekend adventures in Australia. He is having a great time and he often makes the 
class laugh, but Molly can’t help feeling she needs to spend more time working and less time 
listening to his stories. 
“Sir, I want to talk to you about the grade you gave me. I want to do better.” 
“Yes, your spelling has really let you down and I don’t think your paragraphing 
makes a lot of sense.”  
“Sir, I am not a good speller, never have been. I go to Learning Support and they help 
me with spelling but if you could look past that to my ideas … What do you think of my 
ideas?” 
 “Look, Molly. You really need to work on your spelling. I had a lot of trouble trying 
to work out what you were trying to say. Get the Learning Support teachers to proofread it 
before you hand it in to me. I can’t pass you with this standard of grammar — this is English, 
after all. It wouldn’t be fair for me to sit down with you and go through your draft. I would 
have to do that for everyone, and I don’t have the time. I need to go on playground duty — is 
there anything else?” 
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“Okay, no, nothing else. Thanks anyway, Mr Paresse.” Molly can see she is getting 
nowhere. She really thinks her assignment is good — at least a C, maybe a B. But her writing 
has let her down and this teacher is not prepared to make allowances for her needs. She 
walks away thinking she should go and see the Head of English. Maybe she can change 
classes.  
Regardless of the teacher’s response, Molly felt that what she needed to be successful 
was the right kind of support. Her identity was one of a strongly independent young woman 
who could organise to have her needs met. She did not identify with the school’s initial 
objectivation of her — that of a student who, because she struggled to read, would probably 
struggle to learn. Weedon (2004) believes that identity must come first if we are to “occupy 
the position of ‘knowing subject’” (p. 154); and Monsieur Foucault said that we must firstly 
be aware of our subjectivation (be the ‘knowing subject’) before attempting to problematise 
the limitations of our current identity. Elle believed that Molly, in that moment, was a 
‘knowing subject,’ who used that awareness to maintain the identity she wanted, rather than 
the identity Mr Paresse ascribed to her. Although Molly was subject to the discursive 
practices of the school, she also had the freedom to use this relational power to work on 
herself and to influence others – such as when she changed from this teacher’s class to 
another. 
Molly was a young woman who did not appear to be troubled by her gender, by 
comparison with others, or her academic ranking amongst her peers. She expected others to 
accept her for who she was and for what she was trying to achieve. She had resilience — 
unlike many students with learning difficulties with whom Elle worked, Molly did not give 
up easily. Elle believed that Molly held within her a firm belief that the school would support 
her to be the best that she could be, because this had always been her experience. “Most of 
the teachers cared about us. We knew that,” Molly said. Elle had to agree with that statement; 
most teachers at her school did have an ability to perceive what kind of supports a young 
person needed to make sure they had the same opportunity as those students who were more 
independent in their learning. Most teachers at Elle’s school would not have chased away a 
student who was asking for help in their own time, as Mr Paresse had done. On reflection, 
Elle thought Monsieur Foucault would suggest that Molly’s autonomy was more a result of 
the way she negotiated the discourses to produce her identity, than her possession of an 
innate, fixed identity. This identity formation is brought about by how she used the 
technologies of self in response to the discourses that are allowed, that are acknowledged and 
valued at any particular historical period (Foucault, 1972). Identity, therefore, can never be 
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formed outside of these discourses, these power relations. Rather, identity is formed in 
discourses of ever-changing communication with others, and so is strongly influenced by 
culture.  
 
Lawrence 
Lawrence looks at the clock. “English next — excellent,” he thinks to himself as he packs up 
his stuff and heads off to his next class. He loves that class. He smiles to himself at the irony 
of him liking English. Even better than Woodwork, he thinks!  
Lawrence is in Year 12, but he still struggles with reading and he doesn’t like writing 
at all. Yet in Ms Diamond’s class he doesn’t have to do much of that. They spend a lot of time 
talking and looking at visuals to prompt discussion. And all the stuff they do is useful and 
mostly fun. When he must write, Ms Diamond is always encouraging. He feels he can trust 
her to guide him successfully — no, he knows he can trust her. She is always around to help 
him with his writing. He often calls on her at the end of class for help and she never says she 
has no time. He knows that if she has a long walk to go to her next class, she will meet up 
with him in the recess. She usually has a great big smile for him when he enters the class, and 
she always seems pleased to see him. Sometimes she gets in a really bad mood, but she 
always warns the class first, so that’s okay. 
“How ya doin’ buddy?” asks Ms Diamond, as Lawrence enters the room. “I saw you 
on the footy field yesterday arvo. Wow, that was some tackle! Well done.” They continue to 
chat as they go into class with the rest of the kids. Not many teachers will do that, he thinks. 
She takes the time to talk to him and shows interest in his weekends when she sees him on 
Mondays. She even sometimes wanders down to the oval to see the boys practising their 
football. He supposes that she makes all her students feel like she makes him feel — she is a 
really good teacher. He thinks he is pretty lucky to have her for Year 12 English 
Communications. He has heard about, Mr Paresse, that teacher from overseas. 
Lawrence didn’t feel like this about all his teachers, but Elle believed it was a great 
benefit to him to have such a supportive teacher in a subject where he lacked confidence. Ms 
Diamond created a positive place for Lawrence, and no doubt many other students, in her 
classroom; he felt supported, valued and cared for. In their conversations together, Lawrence 
told Elle that English was probably his favourite subject in Year 12. “I could understand what 
I had to do, and she made it fun, but we still got done what we needed to.” Elle thought back 
to the research of Brian Street (2005), writing about what he described as the two kinds of 
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literacy — autonomous literacy and ideological literacy. He defined the first as merely a set 
of technical skills, separate from how we use these skills in practice. Ideological literacy, like 
the New Literacy Studies (Street, 1997, 2005), considers how literacy is always connected 
with social and cultural practices. Gee (2009) goes deeper and writes that literacy is 
“embedded in, and constructed for, social and cultural practices” (p. 198). As a university 
student, Elle learned the academic literacies that were expected of her, which, although they 
did not ensure her success, did help improve her grades (McKay & Devlin, 2014). To be able 
to speak a common language is powerful and in this situation there was a good deal of 
relational power associated with this discourse. Certainly, the university had its own social 
and cultural context that was different from anything she had experienced previously, and the 
more she learned and understood its mores, the higher her grades rose. Elle should have 
realised the meaning of this back then; if she had, she might have seen the ways in which 
those students like Molly and Lawrence, who were successful in the school system, utilised 
the social and cultural practices of the school to support their success.  
Instead of privileging the school literacies in her teaching, Lawrence’s English teacher 
located her teaching and her students’ learning within the identities and the literacies her 
students brought to school (Hinchman et al., 2003; K. Pahl & Rowsell, 2012). She used her 
students’ ideological literacy, the literacies that they were comfortable with and used socially, 
to give them a context with which they could connect, and so learn the desired school 
literacies. It had a powerful result, in that a young person, struggling with his reading and 
writing, nominated English as his favourite subject in Year 12. As Lawrence told Elle, even 
to his own surprise, “Yeah, that [English] was definitely one of the best classes, I reckon. 
Like even out of sport and metalwork and all that.” 
 As with Molly, the sense of place featured strongly in Elle’s conversations with 
Lawrence. Despite his learning difficulties with print, he loved his whole school experience 
and Elle had no doubt that, given the chance he would happily turn back the clock to this 
place where he was so happy. Weedon (2004) writes that a strong identity is often linked to a 
sense of place, and both Molly and Lawrence had strong identities. 
Psychologists would call this “place attachment” (Langhout, 2003), but Elle thought 
about what Monsieur Foucault would say. Like Molly, Lawrence sought ways to fit in, to feel 
connected and to be happy at school. He was very good at the technologies of self. Indeed, 
Lawrence was very happy at school. He had a goal he was working towards successfully; he 
loved his friends and enjoyed his teachers and the subjects he chose in the senior school, and 
he played and enjoyed school sport. 
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Lola 
There was one early memorable experience that Lola had during a very brief stay at a convent 
school, immediately after she was expelled from the primary school she called ‘the tin 
school’ and before she went to the Secondary Modern school that she really liked:  
“Lola, ma cherie, attendez s’il te plait, écoutez moi.” Madame Charmant9 is asking 
Lola to listen. Lola is very good at listening and Madame Charmant is impressed with her 
faultless memory. She has been learning her French vocabulary and Madame is testing her. 
As Madame says a word in French, Lola gives it back to her in English and tells her the tense 
and the gender of the word. Of course, Lola knows why her memory is so good; it is the only 
way she can learn at school — it is her main strategy. Lola is the only student in the class 
who can understand Madame Charmant when she speaks French. She adores her French 
teacher because her French teacher is the first person to acknowledge how clever she is — 
something Lola has always felt to be true, but no one has believed her because they know she 
can’t read. 
Lola strongly associates her struggles with reading as a child with how she was 
perceived by the people around her. In Lola’s memory, her primary school experiences taught 
her that almost everyone thought she was stupid. Even her immediate family seemed to have 
made that assumption. But her French teacher saw something in Lola that no one else but 
Lola knew: that she was not stupid. Every now and then, if we are lucky, someone in our 
lives can be the cause of life-changing moments. For Lola, one such person was this teacher. 
Madame Charmant threw a lifeline to a drowning child who could not get her head above the 
sea of printed words that engulfed her each day at school. For the first time, Lola learned that 
she could swim — it was just that her stroke had a different style from all the other kids. She 
found this knowledge empowering enough to continue trying to find another discourse that 
would enable her to ‘do school’, a chance to re-create her identity from ‘stupid’ to ‘clever.’ 
Madame Charmant confirmed that her memory strategy was powerful enough to help her to 
be someone who was like all the other clever students. It is not just with friends that we share 
the ‘practice of becoming’ (Webb, 2003); it is with anyone who can reach us in a profound 
way. 
When Lola and Elle had the conversation about Lola’s abilities in French, Elle asked 
her if the teacher had ever spoken to Lola’s parents about how well she was doing. Elle was 
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strongly affected by the image of a little girl who was called ‘retard’ by her family, almost as 
a pet name, so she hoped that at least one person had put her parents straight about how 
bright their little girl actually was. Lola replied that she was only at that school for less than a 
year, so she did not think there was ever a meeting with her parents.  
Lola’s memory was, indeed, impressive. A memory like a steel trap; nothing ever 
escapes her, Elle often marvelled. In their day to day work, Elle relied heavily on Lola’s 
memory to recall all the important facts and histories of the students who attended the 
Learning Support room. Lola would say that she developed a good memory to compensate 
for her poor reading skills. She called it ‘one of her tricks’ for ensuring no one found out 
about her ‘dirty little secret’.  
Monsieur Foucault would agree with Elle that Lola worked very hard at implementing 
‘technologies of the self.’ But, as he mentioned to her on the bus, not all of those who attempt 
practices of freedom succeed in freeing themselves from the dominant discourses. The 
asymmetrical relations of power in Lola’s historical moment of her school years created too 
great a disadvantage for her to overcome. Weedon (2004) points out that having one’s voice 
recognised and heard is essential to the formation of a positive identity. Elle knew that, as a 
young girl growing up in the 1970s, Lola had no voice, and her identity was not a positive 
one. At that time, she didn’t even know how to form the words that would be her voice, she 
was so strongly inculcated with the discourse of school failure. Later, though, as a mature 
woman she did find her voice. 
It took a new kind of school to give Lola the feeling that her abilities could be 
acknowledged. In England during the 1970s, students were streamed according to 
intelligence and sent to the most appropriate school. Students who were on an academic 
pathway would attend the Secondary Grammar school, where Lola’s sister was sent. Students 
like Lola, who were deemed to be on a more trade based, practical pathway — basic maths, 
woodwork, metalwork, cookery, gardening, practical geography, etc. - attended the 
Secondary Modern School. However, this particular Secondary Modern school was in the 
process of implementing an experimental curriculum called ‘Consolidated Learning,’ and 
Lola was amongst the first intake for these new programmes. ‘Consolidated Learning’ 
involved clustering the content around themes rather than as discrete subjects.  
Lola enthusiastically described the school to Elle who had not seen her smile like this 
before when she talked about school. “It was a leader school … similar to what they tried 
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here, the New Basics 10 (Education Queensland, 2000) sort of idea … I think … where you 
had a theme, say Shelter, and they had plenty of finances to do it, and a great team, and so, in 
Shelter, all subjects, every subject was to do with Shelter and at the end of that time you 
produced a folder of work.” 
Lola was becoming more excited at the memory. “But, yeah, so what got me through 
though … [was] one of my projects was in science and how to wire a plug and fix a fuse. I 
was sort of a tomboy, Dad was away a lot, so I wanted to know these things … how to rewire 
a plug. So, I had a big science folder where I showed a burnt-out fuse and a not burnt out fuse 
and how to put one in. How to rewire a plug. So that was really hands on and I did really 
well. So, that got me through Science … despite the problems with reading. I still wasn’t 
reading at that stage.” 
The focus on hands-on practical work that was relevant to Lola’s real world enabled 
her to experience real success. For the first time, she felt like she could belong in this place. 
This was the school where she discovered that she was good at sport too, so it was ticking all 
the boxes. Elle thought back to Lawrence talking about how English had been his favourite 
subject in Year 12 because the tasks tapped into the students’ real world. His English teacher 
allowed a certain amount of freedom in how her students became subjectivated by the 
school’s disciplinary power and, in doing so, she created opportunities for them to feel valued 
and connected. At this secondary modern, teachers were doing just that for Lola. 
 
Some thoughts 
For Molly and Lawrence, Elle saw conflicting ways of being. On the one hand, they both 
successfully utilised ‘other’ discourses to succeed; they used their friends and their sporting 
abilities to help them become part of the dominant culture of the school. They seemed to feel 
most comfortable when they were being just like everyone else. On the other hand, given the 
very powerful discursive practice which requires strong print literacy skills to be successful at 
school and in the community, they nevertheless freed themselves from that emphasis. They 
did this by developing their own individual compensatory strategies, which included such 
things as enlisting their friends and teachers to provide notes, to work in groups with them, 
and to explain what they missed or didn’t understand. They used Elle and Lola, as Learning 
Support staff, to advocate for them with their mainstream teachers around assignment due 
                                                          
10 New Basics was a Queensland Education initiative where curriculum was taught and assessed through 
transdisciplinary activities. 
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dates and test reading and they frequented the Learning Support room when they needed help 
to complete work or to understand the work. They attended the after-school tutoring offered 
by the maths department and through being sporty they consolidated friendships and shored 
up their position in the school hierarchy. They were also surrounded by a dominant discourse 
that was far more open to the acceptance of alternative ways of being than either Elle or Lola 
had experienced in their high school days. Elle had no doubt that Lola, had she been a 21st 
century student, would also have been successful via these same strategies. Perhaps she might 
have had that opportunity had she stayed at the Secondary Modern school for long enough to 
develop a true sense of place (Ellis, 2005). Lola told Elle that the school curriculum was 
discarded a couple of years after she left, and it went back to teaching core subjects. This 
shows how anomalous it was in its time. 
So then, Elle wondered, what does this mean when we compare experiences across 
the decades from Lola to Molly and Lawrence? She thought again about the concept map she 
had drawn to get a clearer picture of the meaning of success. She thought how the word 
‘educated’ had changed over the four decades. Looking again at the map she knew that what 
was valued in the 1970s, to be educated, to have a good knowledge of your chosen field, was 
vastly different from the expectations of the twenty-first century. Now it is not so important 
to be knowledgeable — after all, we can ‘google’ the answer to almost any question. No, 
what is needed now are good communication skills, an ability to be a good problem solver 
and to be flexible and adaptable in day to day practices (Marzano & Heflebower, 2011; 
Trilling & Fadel, 2009). In the 1970s, students were taught according to prescribed methods 
and procedures, sometimes giving unexpected outcomes in terms of goals achieved. In the 
21st century, students and teachers are given set goals and the teaching methods and 
procedures are developed afterwards (Fendler, 1998).  
Lola was expected to display certain knowledges in a prescribed way, and the teachers 
knew what they were expected to teach, how they were to teach it, and how they were to test 
it. In contrast, Molly and Lawrence could display their knowledge in a way that best suited 
their abilities. Their teachers focused on discovering their understanding through the most 
effective means. If teachers were flexible and adaptable, students could communicate their 
understanding through an oral explanation, rather than submitting their thought in the written 
format. That is a clear and real improvement from when Lola and I were students, Elle 
thought. You’ve got to feel good about that.  
The passing of time, a new historical moment, had resulted in Molly and Lawrence 
experiencing a more open-minded school culture. Certainly, there are now far more 
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opportunities for students with learning difficulties to demonstrate their knowledge in a 
variety of modes. Where, in the 1970s, the focus had been on knowledge and being proficient 
in print literacies and mathematics, now the focus had shifted to communication skills, 
adaptability and learning how to learn. Whereas once it was individual achievement that was 
prized, now the valuable skill is to be a team player.  
The culture of schools has widened its horizon to embrace young people like Molly 
and Lawrence. We now recognise that students can still achieve well despite experiencing 
challenges with printed text. Monsieur Foucault spoke to Elle about the subjectivation of the 
young person in a school. The moment a young person becomes known to the school 
institution that person becomes a site where power is deployed and discourses are generated 
(Thompson & Bell, 2005). In the 1970s, Lola was a student who could not learn to read well 
and therefore was deemed a person who could not succeed at school. In 2010, Molly and 
Lawrence were students who struggled, like Lola, with print literacy but were able to succeed 
at school through demonstrating their knowledges and skills in other modes. These 
alternative modes of learning were not valued and not part of the normal school discourse in 
the majority of Lola’s school experiences. She did her very best, though, by developing a 
prodigious memory, breaking words into ‘bits’ to make them more understandable and 
building picture stories in her head to learn the meanings from oral explanations. All these 
technologies of self helped, but without a discourse to support this kind of growth she could 
not turn these endeavours into real practices of freedom in which her style of learning could 
be acknowledged and encouraged. 
In the process of subjectivation, schools, like any institutions, act to normalise the 
individual. Foucault believed that through the technologies of the self, we become complicit 
in our own subjectivity (Foucault, 1988d). Certainly, Molly and Lawrence were able to 
manipulate how they were made ‘subject’ and so free themselves from being ‘object’. But in 
Lola’s school experience she had far less freedom to employ the technologies of self than 
Lawrence and Molly. This is not to say that she was any less tenacious than Molly and 
Lawrence when it came to striving for success — she just had no agency, no ability to act 
intentionally, in that historical period.  
There were expectations on Lola that Molly and Lawrence did not have. For most of 
her school experiences, all her assessments were in a written format, all text had to be read, 
there was no assistive technology available to read for her or to write for her, and she was not 
given additional time to the complete work. For the majority of her school life, the 
objectivation of Lola as ‘a student who could not learn’ seemed to be immovable, ensuring 
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she could not connect with school success in any way. This fact limited her ability to free 
herself from the dominant discourses, and, in the process, prevented her from developing a 
sense of belonging in that place that we call a school. For the most part, Lola was not able to 
be anyone other than the student who could not read or write. When Elle thinks of how Lola 
got stuck in her attempts to be successful at school, how she seemed to have had no voice to 
articulate what she was feeling and what she knew of herself, the words of the writer bell 
hooks (1989) come to mind: 
 
Moving from silence into speech is … a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes 
new life and new growth possible. It is that act of speech, of ‘talking back’ that is 
no mere gesture of empty words, that is the expression of our movement from 
object to subject — the liberated voice (p. 211). 
 
When we remain silent, when we are not allowed a voice, how can we resist what is assumed 
about us? How can we challenge our public history so that we can rewrite it, and, in doing so, 
explore our current identity so that we can create a new one? It seems Molly and Lawrence 
found their voice in high school, and finally, as a young adult, so did Lola. 
What does it mean to have a liberated voice? Elle wondered. Monsieur Foucault 
would say that it is only when we use the technologies of self as practices of freedom that we 
succeed in finding our voice. But she now realised that it takes a perfect storm to get the 
opportunity to find one’s voice — the right place, the right point in time. For Molly and 
Lawrence, the practices of freedom they employed in the recent past were largely not 
available to Lola as a high school student forty years earlier. Yes, Lola utilised Foucault’s 
technologies of self with her sharp memory and other strategies that helped her with her 
schoolwork, but they were not able to free her from the dominant discourse of what it meant 
to be a struggling reader and writer in the 1970s. 
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Chapter 8: The practice of becoming a successful high school student 
 
Elle had not realised how much it counted in terms of school success to have feelings of 
connectedness, friends, and a strong sense of belonging to a place. This underestimation 
probably stemmed from the absence (apart from friends) of all those factors from her school 
community. Lola also never experienced that sense of belonging, that feeling of ‘at home-
ness’ that was so apparent in Elle’s conversations with Molly and Lawrence when they talked 
about their school. 
 
The school’s literacy programme: finding one’s voice 
There are four actors in this tale, all with different perspectives on what it means to be 
successful at school. Elle began the story with the intention of reassuring herself that a 
school-led, dedicated literacy class in the first two years of high school contributed 
significantly to the success of students who struggle with print literacy. Later, she came to 
understand that the issue is not so simple, that the factors contributing to school success are 
many and varied. The importance of being highly competent in print literacy was not as vital 
as she had thought. Lola’s perspective remained heavily influenced by her own childhood 
experiences; she believed strongly that the school’s literacy programme was integral to a 
student’s school success. For Molly and Lawrence, the main focus of this story, the idea of 
their own school success never really crossed their minds until Elle began to talk to them 
about it. For them, school was a place where they hung out with friends, played a lot of sport 
and did the schoolwork they were asked to do to the best of their ability. They had goals for 
life after school and they worked towards them. To Molly and Lawrence, the literacy classes 
were just a small piece of the story that told of their journey through high school. 
At the end of her research, Elle came to understand that, yes, indeed, the literacy 
programme helped two students who struggled with print literacy to achieve success — but 
not in the way that she had imagined. Perhaps it was her science brain, but Elle had thought 
linearly. She thought that A (student can’t read or write well) + B (student is given the skills 
to read, write and comprehend) equals C (student becomes print literate and succeeds at 
school). What she didn’t stop to consider was that Molly and Lawrence, along with all the 
other students she worked with, were people, not algorithms. Really, she should have known 
this all along because often the equation did not work, and some students, given the same 
opportunity as Molly and Lawrence, did not manage to be successful at school. So then, in 
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what ways, if any, did the literacy programme help Molly and Lawrence along the road to 
success at school? 
 
Lawrence 
Lawrence thinks, once again, he is lucky that his surname is near the beginning of the 
alphabet because his English teacher asks students to present their orals in alphabetical 
order. He is usually second or third to be called. He likes going early on, because he gets it 
over and done with quickly and he can then sit back and relax while everyone else presents. 
He likes that he has the confidence to read or do an oral in front of the class. He is pleased 
that he is not like some other kids who refuse to read or do their orals at lunchtime with just 
the teacher because they are too nervous to do it in front of the class. “I used to be like that,” 
he thinks.  
He remembers when he first started in the literacy classes, in the first year of high 
school. His teacher would ask him to read every lesson; everybody had to read in the literacy 
class. For the first few lessons he just shook his head, looking down at his book. The teacher 
never pushed him. Then one day the teacher pulled him aside before the class began and 
said, “I would like you to have a go at reading today, Lawrence. I am going to call on you to 
read the second paragraph,” she said pointing to the text on the page. “Why don’t you read 
through it a few times and if you feel ready when I call your name please have a try? No one 
in this class is a better reader than you; we are all roughly the same.” When it came time for 
him to read, he did it, heart thumping so hard he thought everyone in the class might hear it, 
but he read the words and he did it. He remembers how awesome it felt to be like everyone 
else. 
From then on, he grew in confidence and everything else seemed to get a little easier. 
Having confidence is very important, he thinks. Now he is in Year 10 and about to give an 
oral for English. His heart still thumps hard in his chest, but he knows now that everyone else 
does too, and that it is okay to feel like that. 
Lawrence told Elle about how he believed that his success at school increased 
dramatically once he felt confident to read out loud in class and to perform oral presentations 
in front of the class. Elle wondered if the constant reading out loud that characterised the 
school’s reading and comprehension programme enabled this to happen and, in their 
conversations, he confirmed that it had. Lawrence found his voice both literally and 
metaphorically. The act of reading in front of an audience gave him a sense of agency not 
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available to him before high school, before reading out loud in the literacy classes. His 
identity was now of a young man who can read well enough to read out loud in front of an 
audience. Elle knows very well how difficult this step is to take for students who struggle 
with print literacy. 
 
Molly 
Molly is sitting in class working on an assignment. She is in Year 9. She is looking at the 
word she has written on the page. “No, that is not right,” she thinks to herself. There can’t be 
an ’e’ on the end of ‘develop’ because the ‘o’ is not a long sound. She thinks back to when 
she used to put an ‘e’ on the end of lots of words, just in case. Now she knows why she has to 
put an ‘e’ at the end of some words, and she thinks that that is a good thing. 
Molly believed that power resided in being able to work out how to spell and where to 
put a comma or other punctuation mark. These are skills that she learned during her literacy 
classes, and she values them for the confidence and satisfaction they give her.  
 
Lola 
Lola sits and looks at the word she has just written. She sighs. Some days, it doesn’t matter 
how hard she tries or how many times she has written the word correctly before — her brain 
refuses to ‘see’ the word. She will have to let it be for today, no use persisting.  
She loves the feel and sound of words, the pretty way some words roll off the tongue, 
while others tease the tongue into surprising contortions, like the word ‘anemone,’ an 
annoying word she often stumbles over with Year 9 students working on science projects. 
Then there are words that spill comfortably from her mouth and are so beautiful they make 
her smile, like ‘serendipity’ and ‘mellifluous.’ But she cannot see these words in her mind — 
she only hears and feels them. In her mind’s eye, they are only ever pictures of their meaning. 
She thinks it is a cruel irony that she loves words so much and enjoys using as many as she 
can when she speaks and when she creates poems, but too often she cannot recreate them 
accurately on a page. And she so badly wants to put her beautiful words on paper accurately 
enough so that everyone can read them, and everyone will see that she is clever because the 
misspelled words won’t make them think that she is uneducated. 
She thinks about how much easier it is to make bread. She loves to cook. For Lola, 
cooking is instinctual; she doesn’t need a recipe. If only she could select letters to create 
words like she chooses ingredients for her bread, and then craft and refine her words on the 
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page so that they create beauty and meaning just like kneading, stretching and shaping her 
dough into a delicious, desirable and useful object. It is so much easier to make bread that 
always looks, tastes and smells the same, but for Lola, words are never consistent; some days 
they are easier than others. 
Lola told Elle about how she wished the act of making words on a page was like 
making bread. Elle, being a terrible cook, told Lola how she wished making bread was like 
making words. During this conversation, Lola explained to Elle how important the literacy 
programme had been to her professionally. “This programme has taught me about patterns 
and rules — though I suppose you can’t really call them rules because there are so many 
exceptions — let’s call them principles, then. There are principles I can follow now that I 
never knew as a child at school. Language, the reading and writing of it, is much more logical 
than I realised. I don’t know, I suppose I was taught all that back then — I don’t remember. It 
didn’t make sense back then. People like me need this explicit learning. Our students benefit 
from knowing what I never knew when I was at school — that the English language can 
make sense. It is not all gobbledygook like I thought. You said that Molly and Lawrence 
don’t really talk about the programme in your conversations, but I know how much it helped 
them. I was their literacy teacher and I saw how much they improved.”  
As a middle-aged teacher of literacy, Lola finds that she is more confident with re-
creating her words on a page and with seeing the correct combination of letters so she can 
pronounce the words confidently. She only rarely, now, gets Elle to check her emails before 
sending them out to staff. She feels she can make a reasonable loaf of bread out of her writing 
because she understands the process a little better. Unlike her cooking, creating words on a 
page is never instinctual for Lola. She still has her bad days, but she has learned to recognise 
those days when all the kneading, stretching and shaping will not re-create the words she 
wants on her page and she deals with that as best she can. She told Elle, “You can’t cure the 
way my brain works. My brain is a dyslexic brain and it is physiologically different from 
yours — it is just something you learn to deal with.” 
Elle reflected on Lola’s words for a long time. She understood how much Lola 
believed in the worth of the school’s programme because Elle too, through teaching the 
programme, had learnt a great deal about how our language works. Elle was always an 
excellent speller and had no trouble with grammar or syntax. Yet, before implementing this 
programme, it had all been implicit knowledge. She never knew that the English language is 
based on meaning rather than phonetics. She didn’t realise that ‘two’ — a word that everyone 
wonders why on earth there is a ‘w’ in it — is related to other words like twenty, twice and 
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twins; ‘sign,’ with its annoying inexplicable ‘g,’ is related to words like signal and signature. 
Printed text really did have a kind of logic, as Lola said. 
Elle was a bit disheartened that Molly and Lawrence had paid scant attention to the 
school’s reading and comprehension programme in their reflections on their school success. 
She supposed that, as young people living their lives, they were seeing a much bigger picture 
than Lola and her, whose main focus was to improve the print literacy skills of their students 
to the point where they could read and write independently. They have goals and dreams to 
fulfil; they are busy living their lives. Perhaps it is that they are from a different generation 
and the power of print is not as dominant in our culture as it once was.  
Thinking back to her own school days, there really was nothing else in the classroom 
other than the printed word. She didn’t give her first oral presentation until she was at 
university. Elle remembered how badly that had gone. My topic was on the mechanical 
advantages of a grasshopper’s knee joint, but I remember little about that bizarre topic. What 
I do remember is how I felt: sick in the stomach, faint and shaking all over. As I walked up to 
the podium, a student that I didn’t know whispered the question bound to make a nervous 
person’s heart beat a little faster: “Are you alright?: I felt a grumbling in my bowels and 
sweat break out on my face and neck … I spoke far too fast and, afterwards, I sat on the toilet 
with diarrhoea. My physical reaction to the fear of presenting my research astounded me. 
The lecturer must have seen what was coming because he excused me from question time and 
I walked quickly, head down, long hair hanging over my face to hide my shame, out the door. 
When Lawrence said he had no fear of giving an oral presentation in the class, Elle marvelled 
at his confidence.  
  
Taking care of the self: practices of freedom 
Elle has finally realised that her personal belief in the teaching of print literacy and what 
counts as success for her students needed to be viewed through a wider lens. She could see 
Monsieur Foucault shaking his head and saying, “If we are to successfully engage in 
practices of freedom, we cannot do it in isolation. Practices of freedom always take place 
within power relations, otherwise they have no effect. Your students could only work on and 
transform their identity within the social and cultural discourses of the school” (Foucault, 
1984b). Learning, which Lewis, Enciso, and Moje (2007) describe as “a moment of 
participation within discourse communities” (p. 16) can also create agency, because it 
provides access to, and control of, discourses. Learning is influenced by the power relations 
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of the discourse community. Molly negotiated her path through school by challenging the 
dominant discourses when she needed, as she did with changing classes. She used agency, 
“the strategic making and remaking of selves” (Lewis et al., 2007, p. 18) within power 
relations to assert the identity she wanted.  
 
Happiness 
This led Elle to think more deeply about Molly’s and Lawrence’s constructed identities. The 
overwhelming feeling she had from all her conversations with them was that they worked 
happily at maintaining a positive school identity and generally they had been happy students 
who enjoyed attending their school. Molly, in particular, showed a joy in being at school, not 
just in being with her friends, which Lawrence prized the most, but there seemed to be a 
sense of happiness and satisfaction with her achievements and experiences. Molly had a 
strong sense of who she was and what she needed from school. Lawrence, on the other hand, 
seemed to Elle to have a less solid identity, mainly shaped by his friendships and the pleasure 
that he found there, although he was firmly committed to his post-school goal. 
As we have seen for Molly and Lawrence, the culture of their historical period was 
very different from Lola’s. For them, not being able to read and write well, meant receiving 
scaffolded support from their teachers, being allowed alternative ways to present knowledge, 
and having Learning Support teachers who advocated for them with their teachers. Their 
career paths were less limited by the school or their parents and they were able to choose the 
subjects they thought they needed for their futures. For Lola, using these strategies would 
have been a practice of freedom. For Molly and Lawrence, they were accepted alternative 
discourses that ran alongside the dominant discourse — they had become part of the 
dominant discourse. Elle wondered where and when that liminal space, of a ‘practice of 
freedom’ changing to a ‘technology of self,’ occurred. 
Elle had read a book called Happiness and Education by Noddings (2003). In this 
book, she read that happiness is an essential component of education if learners are to 
flourish. Elle thought about this from the perspective of Molly and Lawrence; they were 
happy at school and continue to be happy in their lives after school. Noddings’ perspective on 
what we should focus on if students are to be happy at school made Elle look hard at her own 
assumptions.  
At the start of her research, Elle had held a very narrow view on what it meant to be 
successful at school. Being print literate is essential, she had thought. I know that our culture 
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uses print literacy in almost every facet of community life; therefore, the more print literate 
my students are, the more connected they will be in the community. Thus, my students will get 
a better job, earn more money and generally have a better, happier life, and so on. Really, 
Elle was looking inwards when she should have been looking outwards; what she was doing 
was trying to impose her own life trajectory on her students. Noddings (2003), on the other 
hand, says that by equating happiness with financial success, as Elle did, we create, in 
educators, the desire to give our students the tools for only this kind of limited happiness (pp. 
22-23). She argues that finding a fulfilling occupation is an important ingredient to happiness 
and so this fact should be a primary consideration when designing curriculum. Elle had to 
agree that being in a job you like, one that allows you to make a contribution to society, to 
develop self-respect and to be appreciated by others, to have enough money to provide food 
and shelter, should be enough for a happy life. So not every student needs to do the more 
difficult, more prestigious subjects, or go into the fields that earn the most money or that have 
the highest need for employees. Not everyone needs to be highly print literate.  
Molly and Lawrence, in their senior years of high school, had access to a curriculum 
that catered to their interests, capabilities and aspirations. Elle believed that had both young 
people pushed themselves into more challenging subjects they would have struggled to 
succeed, and they would not have been as happy at school. But they did have that choice, 
unlike Lola who was forcibly streamed into the Secondary Modern school. Although Lola’s 
experiences at that school were happy ones, she did not want to be a ‘practical’ person — she 
wanted to go to university. When did this counternarrative of choosing your own path, this 
practice of freedom, become a technology of self and an accepted discourse as it is now for 
our students? Zembylas (2007), in his essay on pedagogies of desire11, describes this practice 
of freedom, when the risk of desiring an alternative pathway - one that, historically, has not 
been an acknowledged discourse - becomes a pleasure of enjoying an accepted discourse. 
This newly accepted discourse exposes some of the: 
 
taken for granted assumptions about what is (un)sayable and (in)visible in education 
and creates new landscapes of possibility for political resistance and transformation of 
oneself and one’s world without being confined in repressive discourses (p. 334). 
 
                                                          
11 Zembylas does not write about desire in the corporeal, sexual sense but desire as a material, socio-political 
structure. 
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Lola, as a high school student in England, was unable to express her desire to go to 
university. To her it was as ridiculous as it was to those around her. Molly knew that she had 
the opportunity to go to university if she chose. She told Elle, “I know that there are other 
ways to get into uni besides having an OP12. If I want to go to university later, I will.” Molly 
made an active choice to not go to university. Lawrence had no desire to go to university — 
he wanted to do a trade. 
Elle remembered having a conversation with a Year 10 student towards the end of the 
year: “I’m leaving school at the end of this year, Miss.” She remembered being quite shocked 
and really disappointed because she felt the girl was very clever despite her problems with 
printed text. Okay, she was rebellious, wagged all the time, was rude to and swore at teachers 
so she was often suspended but she had ‘potential’ and she was passing most subjects quite 
well despite all this distraction. Elle thought that time would mellow her, and that after a bit 
more growing up she would get it together sufficiently to be successful in her final year. 
After all, Elle had seen it happen often enough, Year 9 horrors turning into mature and 
reasonable Year 12 young adults. 
“What are you going to do?” 
“I’m going to be a hairdresser. The place where I did work experience is going to take 
me on as an apprentice and I will go to TAFE.” Yes, Elle thought, she will be successful as a 
hairdresser and Elle could see that this was what the girl wanted, but part of her was sorry for 
the loss of possibilities: a clever girl like that could do lots of things if she tried. Did Elle 
have a right to feel this way? After all this is what the girl wanted — she could have a happy 
and fulfilling career as a hairdresser. And school was not a happy place for her, that was 
obvious. 
Elle now realised that this girl chose a path that led to where she felt she would be 
most happy, a career that would enable her to work, and have self-respect, financial 
independence and the appreciation of others. This was a different kind of success from the 
one that Elle had been focused on, but it was success, nonetheless. This was her practice of 
freedom, to reject the discourse of the school and embrace an external discourse. 
What does this idea of happiness as a contributing factor to school success mean if I 
look at this through a Foucauldian lens? Elle wondered. She thought about the man on the 
bus and what he might have said had she asked him. Foucault (1980) described productive 
                                                          
12 OP is an eligible Year 12 student’s position in a state-wide rank order based on their overall achievement. 
This position is used by universities for entrance into degree courses. 
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power as power that “traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure” (p. 119). Contrary to 
what Elle initially thought, Foucault wrote about pleasure in terms of joy, fulfilment and 
contentment rather than a corporeal, sensual pleasure. Elle learned from Youngblood Jackson 
(2008) that Foucault, when writing about pleasure, uses the French word ‘plaisir,’ meaning 
joy, comfort, fulfilment or delight, rather than ‘jouissance’ which often refers to sexual 
pleasure, or at least an intensity of pleasure. 
 Molly and Lawrence experienced many pleasurable moments during their high 
school life as a product of the power located within the dominant discourses of the school. 
When Molly acted as Sports Team Captain or earned an ‘A’ on her Early Childhood 
assignment she experienced joy and pleasure. When Lawrence read aloud in class, made a 
good piece of craftsmanship in his woodwork class, played a great game of volleyball with 
his team, or sat with Ms Diamond working on his English assignment, he experienced 
pleasure. The pleasure is located in the power produced in each discourse — the discourse of 
doing well at school, of a sense of growing confidence, of feeling connected, of being valued 
by friends and teachers, of being a leader. 
 
Docile bodies, but on their terms 
Following Monsieur Foucault’s line of thought, success, in an institution like a school, can be 
seen as the effect of normalisation based on the power of the dominant discourse of the 
institution (Foucault, 1977a). The dominant discourse in schools can be defined as the active 
acceptance and utilisation of a dominant set of values, norms and beliefs (Eubanks, Parish, & 
Smith, 1997). Elle realised that the school had succeeded with Molly and Lawrence. It had 
shaped them into ‘docile bodies’ (Foucault, 1991a) capable of being productive members of 
the community. Yes, she thought, it is our job to mould them into good little citizens just like 
their teachers. I am ashamed of this acknowledgement but, at the same time, I don’t see how 
it could be any other way for anyone excepting the most extraordinary of us. In a mass 
schooling system, if we don’t shape our students into a generalised, uniform behaviour we’d 
have chaos; it would be like herding cats. And, anyway, I, too, am a docile body, otherwise I 
would not be shaping others to stand proudly under the normative gaze of the school. 
Whereas once she had rebelled and questioned the system, now she is a part of the system, 
doing its bidding. And the same goes for Lola.  
At this realisation, Elle initially experienced a profound crisis of conscience. She did 
not want to draw this conclusion. She had hoped to discover strong counternarratives of 
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success that ran alongside the dominant school discourse of success at school, students 
succeeding despite the school’s best efforts to normalise them. Was this really what success 
at school means? In the school system can we only ever be successful if we become 
Foucault’s docile bodies?  
 Elle remembered that Foucault always maintained that power does not come from a 
single source or a particular group. It is diffuse. It surrounds us and is within and without us, 
it allows us to work on ourselves, to play a role in our own subjectivation. It is very subtle 
too, Elle considered, because subjectivation can work both ways and it often works on us 
without us consciously acknowledging the work, subjugating us. But when we are caught up 
in these power relations we have an opportunity to stop being submissive. Through our 
actions we can resist, rebel, escape or transform the power relations (Foucault, 2000a). She 
realised that she knew of at least one episode where Molly was fully aware of her position 
within the school culture in her particular historical moment (Ball, 2017) and she sought to 
challenge the limits of her possibility. Why should she remain in a class with a teacher who 
did not understand her needs? Many students would not have challenged this ‘unlucky’ 
placement, but Molly knew it was within her ability to try to change it, and she was 
successful. Elle doubted that either she or Lola could have persuaded the schools they 
attended in the 1970s to make such a change when the school’s position clearly stated that no 
student is allowed to change classes unless under exceptional circumstances. Molly, as a 
student, would not have been informed of this last caveat, but teachers are aware that a class 
change is allowable on rare occasions. Molly would have been told, as Elle has told many 
students over the years, that ‘the school does not allow students to change classes once the 
school year has commenced.’ The reason for this rule was purely pragmatic: the school could 
not allow a mass exodus of students from a class simply because the students did not like the 
teacher. As Foucault once remarked about power relations in closed institutions, such as a 
school, “an important part of the mechanisms put into operation by an institution are designed 
to ensure its own preservation” (Foucault, 2000a, p. 543). Monsieur Foucault, Elle recalled, 
did tell her about the asymmetrical power relations of institutions. Molly’s encounter was an 
example of this. But in Molly’s case she managed to exercise enough power to achieve her 
aim and tip the scales a little further towards her. 
Foucault (Deleuze & Foucault, 1977) talked about what it meant to struggle against a 
well-established discourse like the one Molly faced. “Maybe the target nowadays is not to 
discover what we are but to refuse what we are” (p. 785). Elle thought that Molly and 
Lawrence refused to be students who struggled to read and to write. This was in stark contrast 
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to Lola who seemed to have no choice, no agency to alter the version the institution made of 
her.  
It is blindingly clear now to Elle that we are not able to create agency, to work on 
ourselves, unless permitted to do so by the particular discursive practices in use at the time 
and/or in a particular place (Davies, 1990). Lola was not able to demonstrate her intelligence 
at school until a teacher said to her, “You can present your results orally and you can support 
your words using pictures and diagrams.” What if Lola had been able to complete her 
secondary education at this school, instead of being whisked away to Australia? She had 
found a place that valued more than her print capabilities. A place that played to her strengths 
and allowed her to demonstrate what she knew. In their conversations Lola said, “It’s funny, 
you know, it wasn’t a place where there was a teacher I loved or anything like that. I don’t 
really remember anyone in particular — not like Madame Charmant, anyway. It was just a 
place where I seemed to fit. I could do the work and I played sport; we went on lots of really 
interesting field trips, like to see Roman ruins and to walk through museums. I enjoyed it, I 
could do it, it was still hard, but I could do it.” Elle thought how ironic it was that Lola had 
been removed from the academic stream, which is where she wanted to be but constantly 
failed, and placed in a school for students who would go on to a practical career which is 
where she did not see her life heading, and succeeded. 
Like this final English school experience for Lola, for students like Molly and 
Lawrence the normalising operations of Elle’s school sought to create agency across the 
curriculum, wherever possible. Students who struggle to read are encouraged to present their 
knowledge in the most comfortable way possible. Although it is difficult to avoid print 
literacies in schools, allowances can be made, and pedagogies can be adjusted to suit the 
individual child. The teachers at Elle’s school seemed to be good at doing just that. Of 
course, not all students will avail themselves of the discursively constructed agency 
presented: in the end, it is their choice (Zipin, 1998). Or perhaps the type of agency that is 
discursively constructed is only available to some and not to others. Elle knew that she would 
not have enjoyed the style of learning in which Lola thrived. Had that been all there was on 
offer to Elle, she might well have failed. 
Struggling readers’ pessimism about their own ability to learn to read steals a chance 
at agency away from them and can become the most powerful obstacle teachers face in 
helping these students to become better readers (McCabe & Margolis, 2001). Pessimism can 
be its own form of resistance. By giving up on themselves they resist becoming part of the 
great machine that is the school and subjecting themselves to all its disciplinary power. 
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Students who are not print literate do not have access to the power transaction of academic 
school life and many will seek power through resistance to the dominant discourse of the 
school’s norms, values and beliefs rather than acceptance and succumbing to the status quo. 
They resist becoming what Foucault (1977a) calls docile bodies. According to Foucault 
(1977a) a docile body can be “subjected, used, transformed and improved” (p. 136) through 
forces of discipline and control. But Elle thought that this definition of a docile body, where 
power relations can reduce a body to such a state of compliance that agency is no longer a 
consideration, does not hold true for Molly and Lawrence. They had the power of the 
technologies of self and so were still able to build agency and be autonomous to a degree. 
Perhaps the culture of the school was an enabling relation that made this possible for Molly 
and Lawrence. They did not resist through giving up on themselves or behaving badly. They 
seemed to openly embrace the normalising gaze of the school. But they did not do this 
passively. Both young people utilised what strategies they could to access the necessary 
power relations for school success.  
Lola, on the other hand, did resist, through her constant rebelliousness and bad 
behaviour, even though another part of her strived to connect, to understand what it meant to 
‘do school’. She told Elle, “I just couldn’t do it, and no one seemed to be able to help me do 
it. For so long, I felt that it was all my fault and that it was so much easier to be the naughty 
child. And being naughty made covering up my reading problems easy.” Elle thought about 
how often both she and Lola would need to tell teachers that a particular student’s behaviour 
was a way of covering up their difficulties with learning. Had she learned that assumption 
from Lola? She had ‘known’ it for so long that she couldn’t remember. No wonder Lola 
connects so easily with those students who resist our help, she thought. Elle thought that Lola 
might have become more compliant, more docile in the Secondary Modern school because 
she began to experience success and she was happy there. She never mentioned to Elle that 
she got into any trouble at that school, only that she was sad to leave it so soon. For me, 
happiness breeds contentment, she thought. And, when I am content, I am less likely to resist; 
I become more docile. 
Lola told Elle, “It was when I came here to this place (Elle’s school) that I started to 
get the confidence to do what I always wanted to do. You know, go to uni, and prove to 
myself that I could do that. You all encouraged me, and I thought, yes, I am clever, I can do 
it” Lola was happy in her work, she felt supported by Elle and other work colleagues. Over 
time, she had built the connections of friendship and support that she never got the chance to 
do at her short school stays as a student. 
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  Some final thoughts 
So now after all these years of reading, thinking and discussing with friends, colleagues and 
interested acquaintances, Elle wonders, what does it all mean and how does it all go together 
from the perspective of school success? She has looked at how friendship seems to help in the 
quest for school successes, and connectedness through sport and through relationships with 
teachers has also had an influence, as has agency that is built through all these factors and 
through building confidence with improving print literacy skills to a degree. They are all 
connected as they all play a part in creating a type of subjectivation that can achieve a success 
in the school setting.  
On the bus, Monsieur Foucault talked to Elle about the importance of time and place 
for technologies of self to become a practice of freedom. Lola only had glimpses of this kind 
of subjectivation where her resistance was heard and was recognised, but for most of her 
school years, in terms of school discourse, she was a powerless ‘object.’ Instead she chose to 
use power in the alternative discourses with which she could connect. Molly and Lawrence’s 
school experience was in an historical period where technologies of self could more easily 
become a practice of freedom. Indeed, by the time Molly and Lawrence reached high school, 
many of these practices of freedom had become accepted school discourses. Unlike Lola, 
whose voice was not heard, whose knowledges had no status in the school system, Molly and 
Lawrence were able to shift who and what knowledges count so they would be heard. 
Foucault (1988b) writes about how discourses, even dominant discourses, are never fixed, 
never secure over time. All discourses are vulnerable to resistance and change as they clash 
with alternative discourses. Over time, it seems the ‘troubling’ of school processes (Youdell, 
2010) has become more accepted. When the Head of English agreed that Molly could change 
classes, when Lawrence’s English teacher told the class they had a choice of how they 
presented their work, when Molly led her sports team at the sports carnival and Lawrence 
scored a goal on the football field, moments of opportunity were opened up for these young 
people to discard their subjectivation as struggling readers and writers and become a 
legitimate part of the dominant discourses of the school. 
Elle thought about how Molly, in particular, resisted accepted discourses in so many 
little ways each day at school. She resisted ideas of body image, of being pigeon-holed as a 
struggling reader, of being anything other than a friend on equal terms. Her strength to resist 
undesirable discourses and allow or manipulate those discourses that suited her purpose 
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enabled success on her terms. Lawrence, too, refused to accept being made ‘object’ by the 
institution. He enjoyed all facets of school life, even those parts he found difficult. He 
enjoyed all facets of himself — Lawrence as caring friend, as a maths student who did well, 
as an English student who worked hard, as a sportsman, as a good employee, as a young man 
with a goal. There were many parts to the people in this story. 
Youdell (2010) writes about “intersectionality” (p. 39), meaning that all the categories 
of our lives, the facets of who we are, are connected, and that the sum of them is more than 
the parts. Elle liked this notion, but she felt that the idea of this sum of parts, this identity, 
could be a limiting concept in that it fixes us to a point in time which does not reflect the 
reality of our ever-changing lives. Elle reflected: My identity as a good swimmer does not 
exist anymore. I have not swum competitively for many years. I hardly swim at all these days. 
Our friendships, our home lives, our school or work lives, our beliefs and personal values, 
our personal and career goals, our strengths and our weaknesses all intersect to form the 
people that we were, that we are now, and that we will become. These multiple positions 
“interact and are implicated by and in one another” (p. 39). They are what make me who I am 
in this moment, Elle thought, but I am not the same woman who began this research journey. 
I have changed; my beliefs have changed, and I have learned. I am other than I was. Molly 
and Lawrence created a new version of themselves, one where they were school students who 
managed their print literacy problems successfully enough so that they were able to achieve 
their goals at school and beyond. 
Elle had tried to view her world as a Learning Support teacher as a simple one and 
one that mirrored her own life’s trajectory — a world where her job was to build print 
literacy skills in her students so that they could access all the relational powers in the school 
and beyond and have the same opportunities for success that Elle had enjoyed. They would 
be successfully ‘educated.’ But, as Elle now knew, being educated is not a neutral concept 
and the processes that we go through to become educated are infused with hidden agendas. 
Despite her best efforts to educate them the way she thought best, these students had access 
to forms of power that circumvented the need to be highly print literate. She realised that the 
intersectionality of factors that made them who they were was already sufficient for success 
in a print laden culture.  
It is not enough to describe a person simply as ‘illiterate’ or ‘sporty’ because our 
identity is much more: it is a combination of these intersecting identities that contribute to the 
person that is becoming me or becoming you. In those moments that Elle labels a student as a 
‘struggling reader’ or ‘dyslexic’ or ‘learning disabled,’ she fragments them into less than who 
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they are. Monsieur Foucault would tell her that any identity is a product of subjectivation; it 
is, therefore, an effect of productive power (Foucault, 1991a). And when that identity, that 
descriptor, is a negative one, is fixed and unchanging, surely resistance is inevitable. It is no 
wonder that Lawrence and Molly sought to position their identity as other than ‘struggling 
readers’. Lola for the most part, resisted in the only way she could, by being the ‘naughty 
student,’ as her technologies of self, although they created some success for her, were not 
enough to help her become successful as a school student in the 1970s. Molly and Lawrence, 
however, used every technology of self to ensure their ‘becoming’ was normalised, docile, 
that they were part of, and not outside, the dominant discourse that resulted from the accepted 
knowledges and the power that flowed through those knowledges. The difference seemed to 
be that those discourses utilised by Molly and Lawrence, for Lola, were not heard, not 
approved, not accepted by the institutions of her historic period.  
Elle thought about the political flavour of so much of what she has written. In a way 
she has been describing a kind of politics where those who struggle to read and write are 
becoming more recognised and accepted as valid members of the school. This is not so much 
an identity politics, reducing us to mere categories, but rather a performative politics (Butler, 
1997a, 1997b) where a certain amount of agency can modify the limits. Elle identified with 
the idea of performativity because, with agency, the accepted discourses can be modified to 
suit our purposes; we can make new meanings and create discourses in contexts where they 
previously did not exist. This is why Lola could not have effect any change, she was denied 
agency by the school institution. 
However, this is not to say that any newly formed discourse is anything but a 
dominant discourse, as Molly and Lawrence showed Elle. She had expected them to be 
utilising counter discourses to achieve their successes at school; instead, they modified the 
dominant discourse to suit their needs. Youdell (2010) suggests that dominant discourses are 
not something to be struggled against; rather it is “something to be struggled over, to be 
remade in a wider, pluralistic and democratic form” (p. 27). Elle thought Monsieur Foucault 
would recognise this idea as it fits nicely with his understanding of how power/ knowledge, 
discourse and the subject create a particular understanding of resistance that occurs within the 
constraints of prevailing social discourses. 
So, what does this mean for us as teachers of students who struggle in the print-
literacy saturated culture of the high school? At the outset of her research, Elle had thought 
that her storying methodology would not create an opportunity to generalise what she learned 
from the three actors in her story. But, surprisingly, she found that she was wrong. Although 
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each of us experience individual and diverse lives, we still have commonalities that we 
experience together. This is what makes story so powerful, because, within the story, we can 
recognise ourselves, or others we know. Through this story, Elle learned more about herself 
and about what it means to be successful at school and how she need not have fretted about 
pushing her students to be strong readers and writers. She learned that there are other ways to 
create school success.  
How many of us, as teachers, find ourselves in this perceived position of 
responsibility for the success of our students? Elle had thought that she was vital to guiding 
struggling readers to become good readers, and therefore better able to negotiate a print-
saturated culture. She now understands that, although she, and teachers like her, do make a 
contribution, she participates in a much bigger panorama of circulating discourses through 
which power flows. The burden of ensuring access to power relations does not belong to her, 
to the teacher. The actors in her story have showed her that, when agency is permitted and 
voices are heard, we create our own outcomes, some successful, some not, on our own terms. 
It also showed her that success does not necessarily stem from external academic results or 
awards, but it is relational and tied up with our feelings of connectedness, identity and 
happiness. The technologies of self, or even what De Certeau (1984) describes as the tactics 
of everyday life: 
  
might seek to unsettle the ways in which influence, prestige, status and their 
exclusions are rendered in schools; they might seek to shift what and whose 
knowledge counts and what and whose knowledge is silenced, discarded or erased; 
they might seek to transform pedagogic forms and relationships and who is 
privileged or disregarded by these; or they might seek to trouble ‘who’ educators 
and students are and can be (Youdell, 2010, p. 16). 
 
All these ways of being contributed to a sense of achievement that was brought to life 
through living a marginalised discourse, a discourse that, to Elle, is finally becoming part of 
the accepted discourses of school.  
Elle now knows the importance of looking for ways her students can connect to some 
of the discourses of the school, and to trust that, when her students feel connected with 
friends and teachers, when they find a measure of happiness in their day, when they know 
that the school will allow them to play to their strengths, when agency is allowed and their 
identity is accepted as a dynamic and relational concept, then the possibility of success on 
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their terms will happen, despite their struggle with the printed word. It took two strong young 
adults and a determined woman to show her what is possible for those struggling readers and 
writers and how she can help those who are less sure of the way through the dominant 
discourses of the school.  
Elle hoped that she was not the only tunnel-visioned, albeit well intentioned, Learning 
Support teacher whose focus was singular when it should have been plural. If storytelling is, 
as she believed, “a medium of connectivity and of community” (Sobol et al., 2004, p. 3), then 
she hoped that this story would help others from the teaching community to see their own 
efforts to support struggling readers and writers from a new perspective. If, through storying, 
Elle could tap into the reader’s sympathetic imagination (Nussbaum, 1997), she knew she had 
a chance to create for the reader an understanding of three people who struggled with print 
literacy at school and an understanding of Elle’s complicated, and sometimes contradictory, 
feelings about the importance of print literacy. If she succeeds in this, then it won’t matter if 
the lived experiences of the actors in her story are similar or not to the storied lives of the 
reader — a connection will have been made. The most she can hope for is that this new 
perception of the myriad and often tangential ways a young person can find success in school 
will inform their ways of working with the young people in their care. 
So, where to from here? Should she mention the elephant in the room…? Why, Elle 
thought, didn’t I include the stories of the students who had the same opportunities as Molly 
and Lawrence but did not succeed at school? She was so preoccupied by the factors 
contributing to her idea of success that she didn’t pause to consider those students who did 
not succeed at school, and how their experiences might further authenticate her findings. 
Because it is only now that she realises that her actors and, really, all of us, use technologies 
of self to bring about certain outcomes, only some of which could be described as a kind of 
success. Further research encompassing a wider scope that not only includes students who 
fail but also examines the experiences of students from a broader demographic than those 
selected for this research. Examining the experiences of students from minority groups would 
expose the complications and additional impacts on learning and succeeding at school 
specific to these communities. 
Elle also found defining the notion of success problematic, a concept that is both 
nebulous and subjective, and this is something Elle would like to investigate deeper. In this 
thesis, Elle tried to keep the meaning of success linked to the concept of literacy, but she felt 
this was too superficial to explain what was really achieved by the actors in her story. As 
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Elle’s dad would say, “There’s a lot more eating and drinking left to do in that story before 
it’s done with”. 
Finally, Elle realised that in the period of time it has taken her to complete her thesis, 
the influences of the digitised and highly mediatised world on education has increased 
rapidly. This added complexity must be considered in her further research into factors that 
contribute to positive school outcomes for struggling readers and writers. 
 Now, at the end of this journey, Elle has returned her focus to her practice. Her 
commitment to this research was to find better ways to help students who struggle with print 
literacy. She intends to reach and shape people in the field through her work as a practitioner. 
As a teacher, she continues to lead discussion with her colleagues around what it means to 
experience success at school for those students who struggle with print literacy. Through her 
workshops, professional development forums and collegial conversations, Elle shares her 
findings. Her research continues from the perspective of a practitioner, as this is where her 
heart lies, being on the ‘front line’ working with the students who need her support. 
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